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It is lJidely accepted that early Ame rLcan literature reflects

the boundless social an d Loi-&l op t.i.ndsn: of. lIThe Gr-eet Experiment",

expresses certitude in the ulti~ate perfectibility of man in the

l·Je\'!IJorld.Eq uaLl.y widely heLd is t hc belief th&t Ame rLcan e::-:perience

in the twentieth century has proD~ted sonethins of a retreat froD

this optimistic position, has blunted the belief in -- crudely put

the AmericcS.nDr ean and that this retreat has been pa.rtLcu Lar Ly marked

in P..l!1ericanfiction since "It/orldViar Two.

This thesis seexs to confront such assumj.tLons about the

"American Hi0htmarell, as described in con t ercpo rar-y liJ,,(;ricanfiction,

by ex<:::.minine;the wor-k of six post-\'larAGerican fie tion 'vlriters: three

JeVls -- Saul BeLLow , Bernard Hala:;iUd.and Cha i.n Poto];:and three ncn-ijews

John Cheever, John UrJC:ikea.nd ·';illi[;'[I!Durrou;j'hs. This ar-r-angement;

allo~s for a discussion of the obvious literary differellces between

Jew and non-Jew in the pcr~od. horeover, it allows for speculation

about the cultur~l processes underlyinL such differences, processes

which have enabled sase writers to produce fic~ions reinforcinc the

values and ~rinciplcs of individu~l sicnific~nce and noral virtue in a

social conte~t while the work of others powerfully arcues the irrelevance

or ir:mos5ibility of such vaLu es in ccn t cr.por-ar-y society.

j.;-.: coject in this is not to I(l.:3...1.;:ean equa tLon "':hereb;;'optimism" ..

equals Good literature and pessimism e~uals bad literature. ~ather it

is to cemonstra te the way in ·...ni ch the OI)tiuistic strain of Afllcrican

literature &~i~es -- albeit in a somewhat ~ute~ form -- and to point up

the Farado~ical way in which it is the very Jcwishness of their

Hri tine ti.CJ_·thas r:,D-Qe the \'lor::of BeLl.ow, 1·12l1ailli.Hl and Po tok seem so

thorouGhly .A.r,iericcJ.l~.1::1so elaine I hope to unc erLd.nc the sincular



contribution of Je',:ish Amcrica~ writinG since ,1945 to the American

litcrc:ry cunon.
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I:NT:LtODUC'I' IO.i'J

In the introduction to An Almost Chosen People, Walter

Hic[:;orskiand RoriaLd Heber sUGi";estthat "Throughout our history,

from Massachusetts Bay through Vietnam and Hatergate, the feeling

has persisted -- intense at times, perhaps faint now -- that the

hope America holds out is Grounded not so much in material

prosperity as in moral attainment.111 '1'hisremark raises a

number of very interesting and telling points about the American

experience. First and most obvious is the social and moral

righteousness that the authors rightly identify as being implicit

in the American enterprize. Second is the didactic, exemplary

nature of the enterprize itself: America, throuGh the success of

its own efforts, will offer (indeed urge) itself as a model to the

rest of the world. Ar~uably such didacticism Goes to the heart

of American culture: as Charlie Citrine observes of another

character in Humboldt's Gift, "Thaxter «ee a real American, in that

like Walt livhitman,he offered himself as an archetype -- q~hat I

assume you will assume. ,,,2 Third, Nicgorski and Weber observe

the contemporary decline in the momentum and depth of conviction

which fuels the belief in such specialness, they intimate a

subversive suspicion that somehow the peoples of the USA have

failed to build a new Jerusalem in the New World.3

Concentrating, for a moment, on the last of these points it

is noteworthy that (almost) everyone agrees that we live in

traumatic times, that our age is characterized by profound

disappointment, disillusion and disbelief. As Raymond Olderman

has observed:

The facts of contemporary experience are
constantly beyond belief: calling those
facts absurd does not seem to subdue
them. There is always some small
comfort in the neatness of categories,
but only a glance at the day's headlines,
a moment of listening to an advertisement
or dealing with the clerk of some
or;o'anization that holds you under theo
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power of incre~ible inconvenience,
and a jolting feeling that you
have come unplugged or disconnected
will destroy the safety that
categories supply. The unbelievability
of events is no longer reserved for
large world affairs. We have moved
beyond the enormities of Buchenwald
and Auschwitz and Hiroshima to the
experience of the fantastic within
what should be the firm shape of
everyday reality. 4

Such a feeling has been particularly marked in the literary

response to the a6'e, especially in the USA whe re even the least

apocalyptically inclined of observers, like Saul Bellow, have

aGreed that the times demand a fundamental reappraisal of our

understanding of what it is to be a human being. Perhaps the

e~~hatic nature of this anxiety is only to be expected in the

case of the artist since, as seer and antenna of the race, the

necessary problem of understanding is particularly acute. How

can the artist hope to comprehend or depict a society that

constantly defies and outstrips attempts at definition? This

point was made by Philip Roth more than twenty years ago and is,

perhaps, even more relevant today than it was them.5 Under these

circumstances is it desirable, even possible, to continue

examining society in artistic terms which use assumptions about

narrative, character and the significance of the individual that

the pressures of experience seem to render obsolete. In the words

of Jerome Klinkowitz: Ilifwhat passes for reality is distressingly

unreal why spend time representing it?n6

The difficulties such circumstances have created can be gauged

by the multiplicity of literary responses to the period, responses

describing the fragmentation of the literary scene in post-Har

America. Nonetheless, even at th~ most conservative level, there

has been, as Stan Smith has pointed out, a change in tack, a

decision by the novelist to opt for a smaller canvas of concerns

on which to depict diminishing expectations; a decision to refrain
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from tre~tinG with heroism and tragedy in favour of something less

conclusive or impressive. (Lat erary ) man see::1Sto have been busy

redefininu his relationship to the cosmos in terms which are much

less assured, more jokey and tangential. A sort of sie~e mentality

has emerged, whereby the pressures of survival necessitate less

powerful answers dependent on images of flight and victimization,

submission, fra~mentation of meaning and a weary playfulness.

Subject to these pres~ures, the modern hero has become, in Stan

Smith's vror-ds "a sadly contracted hero.n7

However, while this modern hero is undoubtedly contracted (in

terms of scope and aspiration) why must the adverb 'sadly'

necessarily be attached to Dr. Smith's title? Is it sad if the

contraction is simply realistic, a recognition of humanity's

inherent limitations, allied to a more objective assertion of

human possibility? To what extent have American writers lost that

moral vision and belief in humanity traditional to the US enterprize

and to what extent have they merely redirected and refashioned it:

in what forms does it survive? Perhaps the old certitudes have

gone and perhaps even the old forms with them: nonetheless it is

evident that some writers, at least, have made a laudable effort

to keep that idealism and moral optimism alive, have tried to

preserve essential human virtues at the heart of their fiction.

They have, in short, tried to present If good men in action, 11
8

characters determined to place the moral perfectibility of humanity

at the heart of their human vision and in this way something of the

desire for I1moral attainment" identified by Nicgorski and \'ieber

has survived.

I will be considering these matters primarily through the work

of six contemporary writers: three Jews, Saul Bellow, Bernard

HaLamud , Chaim Patak and three non-d ews , ~iilliam Burroughs, John

Cheever and John Updike. For this reason the thesis has been

organized into two, perhaps contrasting, halves. The first half
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concerns the non-Jews, three very dif;erent writers,9 all of whom

have persuasive claims to '1ajor' status. In this I seek to

establish the nature and essence of the dystopian vision which has

beco~e the hallmark of much post-war American fiction and to gauge

the extent to which this vision manifests itself in the work of

the three writers under consideration.

The second half attempts something slightly different in that,

dealing with Jewish writers, it is concerned not only to document

the vein of moral optimism which runs through their fiction but also

to estabLdah the cornuuna Li,ty of that optimism; the way that each

writer draws upon a shared sense of 'Jewishness'. Thus, the

'statistically significant' overrepresentation of Jewish novelists

is justifiable, indeed essential, not only because of the

relatively larse number of Jewish-American novelists who have

produced quality fiction in the post war era but also for a far

more profound (althoush not entirely unconnected) reason. They have,

throughout their fiction, made a special contribution to the

maintainance of American moral optimism, a contribution which

hinges on a residual and cultural Jewish perspective. This fact

has been touched upon by several critics attempting to explain the

importance, indeed pre-eminence, of Jewish-American novelists in

post war American fiction'O and is abundantly apparent in the work

of the three who are considered here. It is fair to say that their

books are characterized if not by overt preachiness then at least
, 1by a tone of stern moral concern and this is something I have

attempted to reflect in the titles I have given the chapters

discussing their work. Each is a quotation drawn from the pen of

the particular author and each, I think, reflects their common

desire to affirm the essential goodness and perfectibility of

humanity, their concern and desire to contribute to the ultimate

achievement of that perfection. The coincidence of such concern
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seems to me to be far more than random fortuity, is souething

necessarily rooted in their common cultural heritage. As Saul

Bel101'Jsays in 'I'oJerusaleu and Back, JevJS flhave a multitude of

faults, but they have not given up on the old virtues.1I12 It is

these virtues, essentially matters of the individual's value,

significance and dignity, that he and writers like him have insisted

upon as being central, indeed essential, to our continued

understanding of what it means to be a 'human' being.
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1. Jalter Thcgorski and onald Tileber,eels., .n j'..lmostChosen

People (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, ~976),p.ix.

2. Saul ellow, Humboldt's Gift (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1976),

p. 279.

j. To this list could most usefully be added that tacit

r-ecogn i ti.on (ir.1plicitin the volume's title) of the comrnun.i ty

of interests and ideals which exists between Jews and Americans.

4. Raynond M. Olderman, Beyond The Waste Land (London: Yale

University ress, 1972), p. 1.

5. _oth complained

that the American writer in the middle of the
twentieth century has his hands full in trying
to understand, describe, and then make credible
much of nerican reality. It stupifies, it sickens,
it infuriates, and finally it is even a kild of
embarrassment to one's meager imagination. The
actuality is continually outdoing our talents,
and the culture tosses up figures almost daily
that are the envy of any novelist.

Reading Myself and Others (London: Cor6i, 1977), p.110.

6. Jerome KlLnkowritz , Literary Disruptions (Chi.cagoj- Uni versi ty

of Illinois Press, 1975), p. 32.

7. Stan Smith, A Sadly Contracted Hero (Durham: British

Association for American Studies, 1981).

8. The phrase is used by steven D. Lavine, echoing a Bellovian

description of the novelist's fictive intent. (S.D. Lavine,

"In Defiance Of Reason:Saul Bellow's To Jerusalem and Bac.l\:,"

Studies In American Jewish Literature 4, ii, p. 83.

9. My own feeling is that the similarities between Cheever and

Updike have been somewhat overplayed. Certainly both share

an admirable verbal facility and a New Yorker background but

beyond that they differ a great deal. Updike, for instance,

is far more of a celebrant of modern life than was Cheever,

who found little to admire in the urban environment which

Updike describes, frequently with undisguised relish and
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ent hus i aem. JllOreoverUpdike's work , for 0.11 its inmressionistic~ ,
adjectival abundance is stylistically quite different from

Cheever's, less formal and convoluted in tone and sentence

structure. Finally, Updike is nanifestly a realist writer

(in a nineteenth century sense) whereo.s Cheever was more romantic,

almost a magic reo.list, whose interest in reo.lism was merely

(as he once said) in probability.

10. Two of the most nota~le of these critics have been Leslie

Fiedler and Alfred Kazin. Fiedler sugsests, in Waiting For

The End, that lithe Jews must already have become capable of

projecting psychological meanings with which the non-Jewish

commurrit y is vitally concerned;" [V,JaitingFor The End (London:

Jonathan Cape, 1965), p. 77.J Similarly, Kazin has argued,

with reference to Saul Bellow's novels, that !leach of these

narratives was a kind of survival kit for a period in which

survival became all too real a question for many Americans.

The Jewish experience on that subject -- and what else had the

experience been'? -- seemed exemplary to Americans •••• " (Alfred

Kazin, Bright Book Of Life (London: Secker and Warburg, 1974),
p.1:30•I

11. "Pr-eachi.ness ;" in fact, is precisely what John Updike

identified in the moral tone of Bellow's later novels, as he

explained on "Saul ellow and the latter-day lean-to,ff (First

broadcast on BBC Radio Three, :3 February, 1982).
12. Saul Bellow, To Jerusalem and Back (Harmondsworth: Penguin,

1977), p. 57.
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CB.'I.FTER '1\10

AN END TO EXCEP'l'IOL,LISr·j

From the time of its discovery _merica was always something

more than just a new land or new continent. It embodied certain

cythic possibilities which stirred the European heart in a way

that subsequent' new worlds', the unknown lands of Afri.ca or the

new continent of Australasia, failed to do. America was, for a

variety of reasons -- mytho-poetic, religious, commercial and

national _ political -- exciting and significant to an extent that

utterly transcended its contemporary importance or utility.

In a sense, America simply had the ~ood fortune to be discovered

(or re-discovered) at the riGht cultural and historical moment.

It was a vast tract of unspoilt wilderness suitable for investment

with the old world's hopes, dreams and economic surpluses; a new

world whose newness (and hence its uncorruptedness) was the keynote

as it assumed immense symbolic significance in humanity's search

for perfection. Later, toward the end of the eighteenth century

and throu8hout the nineteenth century, that portion of the American

continent which had become the USA took on board the bulk of the

myths and expectations that Europe and, indeed, the new nationals

themselves had previously expended on the who Le contil-ent. The

myth of El Dorado with its attendant draams of vast personal wealth

might, for a while, have continued to motivate the exploration and

exploitPtionof the areas we now call Latin America but in the USA

such undisguised greed and rapacious acquisitiveness was denied,

suppressed, sublimated, cloaked or displaced by the notions of

universal plenty and the ideological equation of individual weaLth

with personal freedom. As Nicgorski and Weber have emphasized,

the story of America (that is to say the story of the United States)

is more a 4atter of moral attainment than material acquisition.'

Accordingly ilienof visio~ when considering America, brought
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forth visions so Duch greater and more ambitious than was the case

for other nations. The whole concept of the !lAmerican Dream!!

underlines this. There is no similar "Italian Dream" or "British

Dream'! but because A ne rLca viei: so much larger, so fertile, so

ernpty of failure, more could be hoped for, more envisioned. Grand

claims were made and extravagant hopes entertained on her behalf.

For instance, in 1785 Dr. Richard Price, a close friend of

Benjamin Franklin, remarked, '!Perh2_psI 0.0 not go too far when I

say that, next to the introduction of Christianity among mankind,

the American Revolution may prove the most important step in the

prog-ressive course of human ampr ovemen t .,,2 Equa Lf.y extr-avagant

was the philosopher Hegel's claim that

.merica is therefore the land of the future,
where, in the ages that lie before us, the
burden of the World's History shall reveal
itself •••• It is a l~nd of desire for all
those who are weary of the historical
lumber-room of Europe •••• It is for
America to abandon the ground on which
hitherto the History of the World has
developed itself. 3

However false such claims may ring today, however wildly

hopeful such id~as might seem to our jaundiced eyes in the latter

half of the twentieth century, there is no doubt that the hopes

and beliefs articulated in the words of Price and Hegel precisely

mirrored the largely unarticulated hopes and beliefs which were

central to the burgeoning myth of America. In this matter the

American artist was a crucial figure: by formulating and uttering

the ideals on which the USA was founded, by creating a cultural

vocabulary to describe them, he (and overwhelmingly it was~)

was able simultaneously to identify and promote an intense and

unique national spirit. Under these circumstances perhaps it was

of no great importance that the writers and painters of the republic's

early years were hardly creative artists of the first order. They

nonetheless succeeded in their cultural brief: they communicated
the uniqueness of their homeland and its magnificence of purpose.
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Only to look at the paintinGs of Thomas Cole and Asher B.
Durand is to appreciate the almost breathless enthusiasm expressed

b J ° to 1°1 'Y prOSOQlS s l~e Crevccoeur. Reinforcing the sense of wonder

evident in the poetry of Bryant and Freneau is the conviction

that in America the world has found something else, sonethinG fresh

and God-given. The Germ of this idea, an intangible sense of

It{[lOrell,was captured by l,villiamCullen Bryant in his tI To Cole,

'I'he Painter, Departing For Eur-opev r

'l'h Ln e eyes shall see the light of distant skies;
Yet, Cole~ thy heart shall bear to Europe's strand
A living image of our own bright land,

Such as upon thy glorious canvas lies;
Lone lakes - savannas where the bison roves -

Rocks rich with summer ~arlands - solemn streams -
Skies, where the desert eagle wheels and acr-eams -

Spring bloom and autumn blaze of boundless groves.
Fair scenes shall greet thee where thou goest - fair,

But different - everywhere the trace of men,
Paths, homes, graves, ruins, from the lowest glen

To where life shrinks from the fierce Alpine air.
Gaze on them, till the tears shall dim they sight,
But keep that earlier, wilder image bright. 4

As a later, much greater American poet, Walt Whitman, was to observe:

The United States themselves are essentially
the greatest poem. In the history of the
earth hitherto, the larGest and most stirring
appear tame and orderly to their ampler largeness
and stir. Here at last is something in the doings
of man that corresponds with the broadcast doings
of day and" night. Here is action untied from strings,
necessarily blind to particulars and details,
magnificently moving in masses.

5
It became the duty of the American artist in the nineteenth century

to communicate this greatness, to be the conduit of its expression.

Urged on by the disparate exhortations of Noah Webster, Ezra

Stiles and Ralph Waldo Emerson (to name but three), the American

writer's sense of a moral purpose underpinning his artistic effort

doubly felt and doubly important.6Has

Irving Howe once observed that American Literature "begins

upon a note of 'dander, glistening with expectation, marvelLing at

the freshness of native earth. Cooper, Emerson, Thoreau, Melville,

Twain -- all, during their earlier years seem overawed by the sheer
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bood fortune, the chosenness, of American raarik.Ln d••••,,7 He Hen t

on to arGue that

aLL the maj or American vrri. cers of the ·i9th century
strike this chord of ecstasy -- even the wily
Hawthorne, once he hc.;.stransported Hester FTynne
to the woods. It is an ecstasy of essential man,
free of social bonds, in deep relation with the
tangible world. In this vision, every man
declares himself a pioneer of spirit. Every man
makes and remakes himself, defining his character
as an endless series of second chances. It's
as if Eve never bit nor Adam fell. 8

As E01;.JesU0i;ests, this sense of wonder and chosenness was common

in the nineteenth century, even to those writers normally considered

bleak and lacking a sense of optimism. Even Haw thorne ,"who knew

di.eagreeabLe things in his inner soul, ,!9 and Belville, 11aman at

odds with the heavy idealism of his age ••• unable to reconcile
10such ideals with the reality he experienced,!! shared it to some

extent.

Thus, in The Marble Faun, HaHthorne's -- essentially literary

complaint against his homeland was tinged by pri~e for its social,

human achievement:

No author ••• can conceive of the difficulty
of writing a romance about a country where
there is no shadow, no antiquity, no misery,
no picturesque and gloomy wrong, nor anything
but a common place prosperity, in bz,oad and
simple daylight as is happily the case with
my dear, native land. 11

Similarly, Melville contrived an uncharacteristically rhapsodic

note of affirmation in his assertion that

We are the pioneers of the world; the advance-
guard, sent on through the wilderness of
untried things, to break a neH path in the
New World that is ours. In our youth is our
strength; in our inexperience, our Hisdom.
At a period when other nations have but lisped,
our deep voice is heard afar. Long enough
have we been skeptics with regard to ourselves,
and doubted whether, indeed, the political
IViessiahhad come. But he has come in us, if
we would but give utterance to his promptings.
And let us always remember that with ourselves,
almost for the first time in the history of
earth, national selfishness is unbounded
philanthropy; for He cannot do a good to
America but we give alms to the world. 12
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Inurguably, such idealism was doomed to disappointuent.

Hardly a century after the publication of White Jacket any romantic

beliefs in the nation's possibilities had been crushed underfoot

by the experience of the intervenin~ years. Arguably the

inevitable tension between the twin ideals of individual freedom

and social justice became too much for the llAmerican Dreamll to

bear as the ideals theuselves proved irreconcilable. Perhaps the

pre-Iapsarian mythology informing Cooper's Leatherstocking tales,

Hester Prynne 's wilderness and Huck Finn's decision "to light out

for the Territory ahead of the rest,,,13 was only valid in an untamed

world an6 withered under threat from the remorseless tread of

civilization. Pe r ha pe as individualism itself became a discredited

and outmoded notion, 1Lt inappropriate to geared to massan age

production and increasingly characterized by Baudelairian

alienation, the dream of individual achievement became debased,

became an Ethic of pure greed. Certainly strong tremors of

disillusion, powerfully dystopian intimations, began to emerge in

the writings of Crane, Dreiser and upton Sinclair and these blossomed

into the expression of an authentically tragic vision in the books

of Hemingway, Faulkner and Fitzgerald. By the 1920's and 30's it

was possible to think of American writing as being predominantly

coloured by a sense of irretrievable loss,even of despair. And yet

the literary mood was still, in its way, romantic C'1incorrigibly

romantic,I,15 suggests Irving Howe) and a certain epic grandeur

attaches to the tragic recognition which, for example, attends

Carraway's closing thoughts in The Great Gatsby:

Most of the big shore places were closed now and
there were hardly any lights except the shadowy,
moving flow of a ferryboad across the Sound. And
as the moor rose higher the inessential houses
began to melt away until gradually I became aware
of the old island here that flowered once for
Dutch sailors' eyes - a fresh, green breast of
the new worldc Its vanished trees, the trees that
had made way for Gatsby's house, had once pandered
in wnispers to the last and greatest of all human
dreaDs; for a transitory enchanted moment man must
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have held his breath in the presence of
this continent, cODpelled into an aesthetic
contemplation he neither understood nor
desired, face to face for the last time in
history with some thins commensurate to his
capacity for wonder. 16

Even his subsequent thoughts on Gatsby ha.mseLf , 110f Gatsby's

wonder when he first picked out the green light at the end of

Daisy's dock,!! serve to i1eichten the awareness of a dimension of

hope tragically denied modern man. The sheer vulgarity of Gatsby's

efforts, the meretricious nature of the object of his wonder,

intensifies our understanding of the universality, inevitability,

of human disillusionment and prompts a recognition of that element

of romantic yearning intrinsic to human aspiration. As Stan Smith

has said:

Until the Second World War American literature
remained essentially high-toned, unselfconsciously
affirming certain norms of behaviour, of courage,
persistence, stoicism, which were felt to be
integral to the American experience. The
requirement for writing the lIGreat American novellt
was precisely this seriousness, this firmness
of moral or political purpose. The enormous
power and size of the United States required a
style equally epic and intense. 17

'I'o a certain extent the very epic intensity of pre-war American

fiction gave it a somewhat parochial look in comparison with its

European counterpart. Insulated by size, independence and physical

isolation, unsavaged by modern warfare, with great areas as yet

unsullied by industrial despoliation, the USA and its native

viriters Here sLow to take up the Prufrock motif of modern man

(111 am not Prince Hamlet, nor was meant to be,11);8 were slow to

digest the full itnplications of Eliot's description of lithe immense

panorama of futility and anarchy which is contemporary history.1119

Such, however, can hardly be said to have been the case in the

post-war years during which time there has been an accelerated

acceptance of this line of argument, bringing \'lithit a radical and

downwar-d ree.tlsessmentof human significance.
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Thus the capacity for tragic utterance, as de~onBtrated in

The Great Gatsby, the sense of shock displayed at the apparent

disparity between aspiration and actuality is almost totally

absent from American fiction post-war. If it has not disappeared

altoGether, then it 11as at least diminished ap reciably and to the

extent that it nOll seems faintly ridiculous, utterly inappropriate,

to find in a post-war novel the almost sentimental, lyrical

opulence which attends Nelson Algren's The Man With The Golden ArL

(written in 1946). Chan~ing literary perceptions and altered

expectations decree that, far from aC1ieving a tragic elevation of

his characters through the poetic resonances of the prose, Algren's

deliberate rhythmic repetitions and the forcedly rhetorical

qualities of the novel undermine those characters' credibility,

remove them from the parameters of present-day reality.

To a very great extent, post-war American fiction has offered

not a heroic or tragic but a pathetic vision of humanity. A vision

denying dignity and aspiration by emphasizing the humiliating

futility at the heart of contemporary experience. Increasingly,

the tone of post-war American fiction confirms the opinion of the

English novelist B.S. Johnson who argued that modern literature,

like modern life, should be nasty, brutish and short. A number of

elements have contributed to this markedly deflated vision of

human significance and aspiration. At the risk of appearing

axiomatic, The Holocaust, Hiroshima, the threat from nuclear war

am the Neutron Bomb, growi.ng economic dispari ty between the

northern and southern hemispheres, even the failure of the

visionary radicalism of the 1960s, have all, in their different

ways, contributed to an undermining of belief in the innate

beneficence of humanity.

In no small part the widespread abandonment of traditional

religion and religious values has contributed to this sea change
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in opinion. j poll, conducted in 1946 amongst colleee graduates,

showed that whilst an enormous number expressed a need for some

forn of re14:,iouGbelief to ,-,ivethem a focus in life only a

small minority of those questioned felt that their reli~ion

provided them with such support.20 The conviction that death is

absolute annihilation has forced a re-evaluation of aims and

values in the formerly Christian West and the manifest failure

of either political doctrine or the social sciences to fill the

gap previously occupied by reliGion has had a profound effect on

the inciividual's attitude to his social existence.

Increasingly, it seems Dan is ce~sing to operate as a social

animal, incapable of makinL connections between himself and others.

With no sense of religious continuity modern man has also

experienced a decline in his sense of his antecedents and

descendents. He does not act in a manner influenced by his

ancestors or with reference to the needs of the succeeding

generations. After all, with only one life to live, priority must

be given to the present -- to its demands and pleasures -- leaving

the past and the future effectively to their own devices.

Furthermore the debasement of the original Puritan work ethic has

served to intensify a selfish point of view in the individual

with regard to his social dealings. In The Culture of Narcissism

Christopher Lasch identifies a decline in the role of the work

ethic from uritan times, when industriousness was clearly intended

to serve both social and moral needs, up to the present day whe n

success d· . t If 21is seen as an en In l se • This view has tended to

promote competition to an intolerable, unhealthily aggressive,

level in which it is clearly intended to defeat and debase, rather

than benefit, the rest of the community.

At the same time as he has sought to become aggressively free

of society, American and, to an extent, Hestern European man has
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been plagued by a growing sense of his social and political

impotence. The con inued trowth of corporations has stifled the

opportunities for individual achievement in the business and

commercial sphere -- laying the rags to riches myths to rest

whilst the increasingly technical nature of industry has caused

fragnentation and specialization in work atterns so that jobs

have tended to become meanin~less in relation to the overall

scheme of production. Thus, the theme of modern life is of the

worker as cog or component part, infinitely replaceable and

totally lac~[ing in individual ~ualities. This sense of non-identity

has been equally promoted by the growth of bureaucratic systeLs

of government, the gTowth of computerization and the general

decline in personal contact even on the level of the replacement

of the local shop by supermarkets. Writing about this very real

decline in the individual's self-regard and significance

Christopher Lasch observes that there has been a "reduction of

work to routines imperfectly understood by the wo rker and controlled

by the capitalist. Similarly the expansion of welfare services

presupposed the reduction of the citizen to Cl consumer of
I.' ,,22e :._p erti,ee• It is one of Lasch's main arguments that 'welfare

liberalism' has succeeded in emasculating its subjects by freeing

thdm from any sense of responsibility by pronouncing them unfit

to run their own lives. This 'consumption of expertise' exists

not only at the level of the state welfare and judiciary where

nTh~py legitimates deviance as sickness •••,,23 and tends Ilto

promote dependence as a way of life,,,24 but also in every

department of American life. Accordingly, a man is not healthy

unless his doctor has so pronounced him or sane until his

analyst has helped him 'make adjustments' to the pressures of

living. In this way, at a time of increasing social aggression and

isolation, the individual is being made increasingly dependent on

society.
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in the utility of the democratic process. A sense of frustration

over the limited influence of a sin~le vote, of the impossibility

of havin~ a voice in public debate, together with a sense of

helplessness in plottinG the nation's course as it lurches through

crises such as the Cuban missile confrontation in 1962, The Vietnam

\'Jaror The Iranian Hostages has encouraged many to w i t hdr-avr from

any consideration of politics and pOlitical matters either in

bemusement or despair. As the pressure to surrender the sense or

pretense of individual autonomy has increased so has the citizen

been faced with evidence of can's utter unworthiness, the seeming

facility and enthusiasm the race displays for destruction. An era

which began by demonstrating how thin a veneer of civilized conduct

overlay an apparently endless capacity for inflicting suffering

and death on fellow bein~s (in the form of the ~azi death camps

and Hiroshima) has continued with periodic reminders like napalm and

the neutron bomb of the variety and savagery of weaponry under

scientific guidance. Clearly, in the modern era, progress, so

long the hallmark of American success, is not what it used to be.

During such a period of social flux and upheaval art and

literature could hardly stay aloof or remain unaffected. They

have had to respond to the ch~llJnge of the age and post-war

American fiction, in particular, has forcefully expressed the

difficulties felt at a more general level by society at large.

Arguably, a society which seems to lack the human dimension or

any sense of moral purpose is going to produce art which seems

to rejoice in its own impenetrability, which secretes or refuses

to yield meaning.
It is, then, as a response to a rapidly chan ing society that

the "sea changelt in American literature must be seen. It is a

change identified by, among others, stan Smith who asserted that
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just as the United States assumed a role
consonant with [its] heroic vision, its
new writers ••• opted ••• for a comic mode
that r ange d from zany e xu.vbe rance to the
dark and subversive mood that soon became
classified as !lblack humo ur-!' , Ev erywh er-e,
the trasic and heroic were out of fashion.
The very concept of the self forged by the
American eXJerience was taken to pieces
and reassembled •••• The heroic ego which
pushed the Frontier across the Facific,
which ve n t on to make the world "s are for
democracyll, undero'oes a prolonged
adolescent identity-crisis in the post-war
novel. No lonser able to take its own
pretensions seriously, it lapses into a
self-loathing and complementary narcissism
by turns mauo li.n, farcical and obscene. 25

Clearly such a crisis is, in no small measure, a response to a

wanins sense of purpose (the moral purpose which previously informed

the American enterprize). However, it is more than just this --

just such a waning sense of purpose can be detected in pre-war

fiction -- the crisis is also a response to (and an expression of)

the waning sense of outrage about this absence of purpose. Fost-war

American fiction, then, is a fiction characterized by uncertainty,

uncertain be cauae it has become involved in att emp ts to make new

assumptions about the nature and character of humanity and human

experience. As Saul BeLLow observed in 'i 963, !IUndeniably the human

being is hot what he comeiOnly thought a century ago. The question

remains. He is something. J·h t . 26a lS he?1I

This is no small question: in the face of a question of such

magnitude uncertainty is to be expected and symptoms of it abound

in the form and content of contemporary fiction. To differing

extents mimesis, narrative continuity, narratorial reliability

and consistency of point of view have been abandoned as inadequate

to the requirements of many of the more challenging contemporary

authors who have studiedly rejected or subverted pre-war literary

norms. Thus, in 1967 Job,n Barth was able to give expression to a

widely held belief about the conventional novel's obsolescence when
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describing lithe used-upness of certain forms or exhaustion of

certain pos,sibilities" Lead.i.n; to wha t he sa'>'iin terms of flo.

literature of exhaustion.1127 What remained Has an essentially

playful, parodic and reflexive mode of literary awareness and

something of this self-conscious artificiality has percolated

throu~hout American fiction in the years since 1945. Even a

writer as apparently conservative as John Cheever has, in one

very si;nificant sense, eschewed the narrow demands of realism

in his stories, preferrinG not to locate them in historical time

while repeatedly stressing his work's esselltial fictionality.28

At the same time, the literature of the period can be seen

in terms of an effort (or series of efforts) to retrench and redefine

less adventurously our concept of humanity and human aspiration.

Thus Absurdist literature, Black Comedy and the experiwental ideas

behind the anti-novel may be re~arded as responses to certain

anti-hwnan elements abroad in society. Such a retrenchment does

not of itself bespeak despair or pessimism, as John Barth observed
29with reGard to the literature of exhaustion, and indeed a

novelist like Kurt Vonnegut is Kery much involved in the

celebration of essential human qualities such as kindness and

brotherhood and his writing can be viewed as an attempt to locate

a system within which they can still function. As Josephine Hendin

postHar experimental fiction may be seen as a
search for ways to deal with the violence,
brevity, and rigidity of life. It carries to
great extremes the themes of combativeness,
fragmentariness, coolness, and meaninglessness
that are the arks of modern fiction. It may
originate in the modernist sense of life as
problematic, but unlike the great experimental
fiction of the 1920s, it does not lament the
brokenness of experience as a sign of the
decline of Western civilization. Instead it
offers an acceptance of dislocation as a
major par t of life and perhaps a hope that
the displacement of traditional ideals might
permit new ways of dealing with the human situation.

30
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Certainly part of the post-war literary mode has bean a rejection

or evasion of anythinG as intense as despair in favour of an

une~sy jokiness. However it is ar~uable that this, in its attempts

at concealment, has only succeeded in displayins a great sense of

~isappointment, a disappoint[lent no less profound for being

orchestrated in a minor key.

The tenor of ~his movement froo despair to disappointment is

captured by Irving Howe's description of the difference between

writers of the generation of Franz Kafka and Thomas ~ann and that

of their literary suecessors, HOHe argues that 11 the angel with

whom Kafka wrestles heroically and without letup is the anGel of

nothingness, il and that 'I'hcrnas Hann \·IaS dogged b;y IIa demon of

nihilism trailing both himself and his surrogate figures from

novel to ro veL, II However:

As for those who follow these nasters, they
seen to have relaxed in the death-strug~le
with the shapeless demon and some, among the
more fashionable of the moment, even strike
a pleasant truce with him. But the power of
example remains a great one and if a. writer
like Ncr-man Hailer does not choose to wrestle
with the angel Kafka encountered, there are
moments when he is prepared to challense it
to a bit of amiable hand-wrestlino~. 31

Inarguably these figures, in the literary landscape shaped by

modernism, share the same fears and concerns. The same terrors,

conjured up by a perceived absence of purpose to life, motivate the

generation of Mailer just as they did that of Kafka:

Nihilism lies at the center of all tlat we
mean by modernist literature, both as
subject and symptom, a demon overcome and a
demon victorious. For the terror which
haunts the modern mind is that of a meaningless
and eternal death. The death of the gods
would not -trouble us if we, in discovering
that they have died, did not have to die
alongside them.

32
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The source of the motivation is the same: wh: t Has altered is the

response to that source and the way of expressing that response.

It Ls cleor, then, that Ane ri.can fiction siuce World l ar TI-'JO

shares (inherits) soaethin~ of the concerns of pre-wQr literature,

even as it stru~~les to cone to terms with a world rapidly moving

beyond those concerns. Such a bifurcation has produced a peculiarly

a~itated and restive literature which Tony Tanner, in his incisive

study City Of Words, depicts in two words: flight and entropy.

In this sit uatic, of IIbinary opposition, II Tanner arGues, can be

discovered the par-adox of contemporary fiction; ",Je nay say that a

central concern for the hero of !.lanyrecent American novels is this:

can he find a freedom which is not a jelly, and can he establish an

iden tity which is not a prison';'1133 Jith this idea as his touchstone,

Tanner ranues with impressive unity of argument from the frantic

efforts to outrun or outwit a malign fate recorded in the fiction

of Kurt Vonnegut to the entropic lexical playfulness which

characterizes Barth's 'literature of exhaustion.'

oreover, Tanner makes apparent the fact that the conte ~orary

prepon:erance of novels of flight is a response to the increasing

difficulty of asserting the self, a way of rescuing it from a society

almost invariably depicted

as a metamorphosing range of Generalized
hostilities. The tendency is to posit society
as a vast hostile mass, with s ecific threatening
thinGs and people looming u into brief focus
without contributin~ to an emerbing model of
the constitution of American society. Society
is regarded almost without exception as
unequivocallyrrnlevolent to the self. All
control is regarded as bad control; any
authority is immediately interpreted as a part
of a malign authoritarianism stalking through
the land seeking what further individual
freedoms it may devour. 34

In this situation, given the pressures of mass society, the only

solution is revolt, the only way to de ine the self is by the

of l·t through rebellion and a refusal to conform: acelebration
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state of affairs as true for Kesey's MacMurphy and Mailer's Rojack

as it is for Ishmael Reed's Loop Garoo Kid or Robert Stone's

Rheinhardt, Hicks or Tabor. Indeed what binds tosether these, ~nd

a l:ultitude of other, characters is an infatuation with the

irrational act, the conviction that only in the perverse or anti-

social gesture lies true self-definition.

What eDerGes frOM the plethora of literary fiction produced

in the USA over the last forty years is the almost universal

reco0nition that the ~merican novelist is confronted by new

difficulties, a terrain he must traverse which is both dif'icult and

unexplored. In the course of this he must also answer a host of

new questions about the human condition and about the relevance
,. .' ,'" .. 35of the Amerlcan Dream to the lmprovemen~ 01 ~hat condltlon.

Indeed, the very diversity of the fiction in this period makes it

di ficult fully to represent the res~onses and strategies employed

by fabulists, fictionalists, novelists and story writers in their

efforts to tell the artistic truth about the way we live now.

Inevitably, authors with pressing claims for inclusion have had to

be excluded, among then John Barth, Thomas Pynchon, Kurt Vonnegut

and, in particular, Robert stone. Furthermore, it could be said

that the trio I have chosen to examine (Burroughs, Cheever and

Updike) errs somewhat on the side of tradition, ignoring many of

the exciting developments and experiments in modern (and post-modern)

Against such charges I would argue that to have included,

say, K~rt Vonnegut at the expense of John Updike would have slewed

the focus of the thesis too far toward experiment: would have

suggested a qualititive pre-eminence of the experimentalists which

clearly does not exist. Despite claims to the contrary by critics

like Jerome Klinkolldtz,37 David Lodge's assertion that "many of

the most talented poe t=-wa.rnovelists -- John Updike, Saul Bellow,
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Derna.rd Hal anu 0_anriPhilip Ro th , for examp Le -- have wor.ked , for
,,0

the most par t , within the conventions of realistic fiction,fl.Jo

continues to hold true anc this fact ensures that reuLi.stic

fiction continues to be relevant.

The three vlritel'swh o fo Ll.ow, there fore, seem to of'"er the

best possible representation of American literary trends in the

post-war era. William Burroughs has been, if nothing else,

controversial, pushing back the barriers of acceptability with

regard to both form anci content. Indeed, he takes the principle

of self-definition through rebellion and the imaGe of the

individual in flisht from an implacably hostile society as far as

either can reasonably go and his ideas, however bizarre, have

always contained sufficient conviction to remain challenGing.

John Cheever's work, on the other hand, seems almost archetypally

conservative with its evident desire to affirm and celebrate an

innate American goodness. Of all the post-war writers it was

Cheever who most convincingly reached back to older American values

without submitting to sentimentalization or Norman Hockwell-style

oversimplification. Nonetheless, at the same time Cheever clearly

recognized the distressingly power-f'u.Lundertow of contemporary

experience and subtly depicted the way in which it had come to

shape the lives of middle America. More than anyone else Cheever

achieved an artistic expression of th society of'!!affluence and
39anxiety, If and mer-e than any other writer disc ussed here his

reputation deserves an upward revaluation.

John Updike operates somewhere in between Cheever and Burrou~hs

(though he is clearly closer in spirit and style to Cheever, whom

he strongly echoes in, for example, The Witches Of Eastwick).

Updike, more than Cheever, depicts the self besieged by hostile

social forces and yet he is by no means a potential revolutionary

in the Burroughs mode. More than either he is a celebrant of
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the ~odern world and its artefacts, capuble of rhapsodizinb about

the consumer trappincs of American society (cars, Burser bars and

k~tchen i~plcDents) and yet, more explicitly than any other post-

wo._ novelist, he has explored the field of moral possibilities in

an age of declining religiosity. Thus, though he celebrates life's

sensual possibilities, he is siJultaneously aware that there are

other facets of life which undercut the capacity for celebration

and that the tininess of the hunan individual enfeebles the scope

and strenGth o_ hunan joy.

lonetheless, in Updike's work (as in Cheever's) there is an

undoubtec concern to establish what reiJlainsof the human spirit, a

will to seek out what, in American man, can still be affirmed. In

this respect, their work stands in marked contrast to that of

William Burroushs whose most approving pronouncement on the USA has

been a:--presumably- - ironic endor.sement of the nation' s propensity
." 1 -. 1 40for maYlern and VlO ence. The extent to which either of these

viewpoints is tenable is at the heart of the discussion Wllich follows.
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I10h, Uha t A Paradise It Seems!!:

The Reluctant Tragedies of John Cheever

The critical response to John Cheever has been at best a

matter of Duted acceptance and at worst slightingly disluissive.

It ~as been characterized by an air of damnation with faint praise

and of oinor key. Frequently lumped tOGether with (but after)

Earquanc1, O'Hara and Updike, Cheever has also been used as an

example of the virtues and (more often) vices of a typical writer

of the HeVI Yorker school. 'This is to say that, stylistically, he

over-wrote, showed too great a concern for (and sympathy with) the

middle classes and had nothing to say. He was merely an entertainer.

Most of these beliefs seem to stem from some grim critical

determination to force John Cheever into a mould he did not fit:

that of the realistic writer and novelist of manners. Only from

this standpoint can any sense be mad e of Hichard Rup p t s complaint

that IICheever refuses to t ake modern life seriously, 1!1 or Samuel

Irving Bellman's claim that "there is a wacky streak in Cheever

traceable throughout his work, expressed in surrealistic scenes

and simplistic myth-making, and this generally lessens his

credibility.1I2 Only if VJe measure him by the conventions and

standards which govern realist fiction, the fiction of objective

reportage and social detail, produced by the likes of John O'Hara

can we accept that the conclusion to "1'he Housebreaker Of Shady

H'i.LL"is t!pat and over-contrivedl13 or that in his stories Cheever

demonstrated a "rather easy glide to a too simple and unearned

affirmation." L~

It is not, however, against such standards that Cheever should

be examined and it is partly my purpose in Vlhat follows to describe

a more appropriate context in which his work may be considered; a
context in which his considerable talents are more readily
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demonstrable and one which helps to reveal him as an intensely

serious and frequently trenchant critic of his times. It is in

this respect that the view of Cheever as a flawed realist, a

social critic of the Diddle-class undermined by a passion for

masic and unwonted lyricism is most damaging and least helpful.

It has also been the most pervasive criticism since, as early as

the nineteen thirtie~Cheever's work was being attacked for its

failure to get to Grips with the social realities of the time.

In a sense, though, Cheever never was a realistic novelist

and story writer. He possessed a sure instinct for and

understanding of the suburban middle class and was capable of

providing Hhat Julian Barnes has called nthe nap of middle class

life ••• precisely rendered,n5 but, beyond that, his intentions and

interests diverted from those of his contempories like O'Hara or

Updike. Even when handling overtly 'social' material such as the

intense drud0ery of the suburban woman in liThe Season Of Divorce!!

Cheever declined to focus directly upon the facts of domestic

enslavement as part of a critique of the enforcing society,

choosing rather to render the spirit of the housewife's despair

as a metaphor for a larger, perhaps global, human disappointment and

sense of futility. Indeed it is fair to say that Cheever had very

little use or affection for the kind of specificity which marks

much of the writing of those with whom he is most closely

identified and compared. In a letter to Frederick Bracher Cheever

wr o t e 0 f hOH

I have carefully avoided dates in order to
eive my characters freedom to pursue their
emotional lives without the interruptions
of history •••• A sense of time that
revolves around the sinking of ships and
declarations of \\Tarseems to me a sense
of time debased. We live at deeper levels
than these and fiction should make this clear. 6

In fact Cheever's purpose in providing such artefacts and items as
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co~stitute social reality in his work was contrary to, at least

6iffcrent "rom, the purpose such dense social specification usually

aerves , 11 .ih at I've always 'danted of verisimilitude is probability, If

he toLc i~rrnete Grant, Iithis table seems real, the fruit basket

belonGed to zy Gra~dmother, but a madwoman could come in the door

any nOLent.'17 r he purpose vIas not so much to establish a sense of

fa~iliarity, through mimetic intimacy, as to confound the sense of

unruffled caIn engendered by that very familiarity. Thus 'fif[the

reader] truly believes he is standing on a rug you can pull it

from u der hi

Beyond such inti~ations of Cheever's limited enthusiasm for

the overtly realistic mode there is a clear case to be made for

revisinG the accepted opinion of his place within the canon of

American fiction in favour of a sense of Cheever as an experimenter,

eear-chi.ng for stylistic devices to take his wr i t i.ng beyond wha t

he apparently rejar-ded as the limiting confines of traditional

narrative fiction with its strict adherence to point of view,

temporal linearity of narrative and a largely unintrusive narrator.

This expericental aspect of Cheever's work has been considerably

underplayed despite \alter Clemons' perceptive observation that

!!long before Donald Barthelme, John Barth and Thomas Pynchon began

tinkerinG with narrative conventions, Cheever had unobtrusively
adisrupted the expected shapes of fiction.ll~ In fact Cheever has

been almost totally ignored (presumably as too conservative) by

those who profess an interest in work which reaches beyond the

confines of the tra itional 'realist' novel and yet one of the

most striking aspects of reading the Collected Stories is

witnessing Cheever's increasing willingness to experiment with

form m1d narrative structure.

There was about Cheever's writing a certain self-conscious

literariness which extended beyond the referential use of Keats or
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the ald' 'estament into a more ceneral \.villin[_,'nessto a drn.i. t ~nd

eb}h~size the 'createdness' of his fictions. Thus he Was never

afraid to utilize contrivance (of plot or narrative) to underline

his point -- however inconGrous or unlikely it miGht appear.

T pic ally this emphasis came in the form of an impassioned and

lyric out~urst from the narrator such as closes the eurly story

I!Goodbye '.'iy Brother" or opens I!Loltlboy":

Oh I hate small oen and I will write about
them no more but in passing I ~ould like
to say that's what my brother Richard is:
small. He has aiaaLl. hands, small feet, a
small wai.et , sm.all children, a small w i.f'e,
and when he comes to our cocktail parties
he sits in a small chair. If you ick up
a book of his, you will find his name,
!!Richard Nort on ," on the f LyLea f in his
very small handwriting. He emanates, in
my opinion, a disgusting aura of smallness.
Re is also spoiled, and when au go to his
house you eat his food from his china with
his silver, and if you observe his
capricious and vulgar house rules you may
be lucky enough to get some of his brandy •••• 10

In this case the portentous "Oh", the strength of the \'lordllhate"

and the excessive literary formality of th~ words IIIwill write

about them no more!! gives way to a more colloquial and conversational

approach with its potentially comic use of repetition as the ~eneral

st.at enen t gives way to the particular complaint and a certain

diminution of theme occurs. What begins as a portentous statement

on human potential subsides into an irritable litany of an

individual's shortcomings. For instance the word 'small' \'lithits

connotations of poverty of aspiration, scope and moral stature gives

way to precise denotation of physical size. And yet the sense of

those openi.ng wor-ds as a complaint aga.Lnst some unspoken human paucity

is never abandoned in the story and connects the apparent pettiness

of the spoken complaint to a greater and more siGnificant observation

about human nature. In a similar way Cheever closed one of

!'Three Stories", a vignette in which two apparent strangers sit
together on a plane, she rejecting his conversational blandishments
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with varying degrees of open hostility, with the following p'ragra h:

But look, look. Why does he point out
her baC to the orter and why, when they
both have their bags, does he follow
her out to the cab stand, where he barGains
with a driver for the trip into Rome? ~hy
does he join her in the cab? Is he the
undiscourageable masher that she dreaded?
No, no. He is her husband, she is his wife,
the mother of his children, and a woman he
has worshipped passionately for nearly
thirty years. 11

The narrator's inpassioned intrusion confounds the cold, Gatter -of-

fact restraint of what has gone before. Only at this point is there

any hint of despair or disaster in their lives. The IJetaphorical

rug of which Cheever spoke in the Grant interview has been pulled

from under the reader and a point has been made ab out the powe r-fu L

and .irrat i onaL element (we do not discover why they are acting in

this manner) underlying the apparently calm surface of the lives of

ordinary people.

Such outbursts and observations are symptomatic of the way in

which Cheever was attempting to describe an area of human concern und

experience which he felt moved beyond and could not be defined within

the narrowly real world of objective reportage. Increasin~ly,

Cheever's fiction demonstrated a desire to escape the co fines of

depicting the physically actual and the demands of traditionally

rendered fiction. In the introduction to one of his last, uncollected

stories Cheever explained the necessity for such violations:

One of the beauties of the craft of fiction
is the element of risk. One escalates a
falsehood of great magnitude, hoping that
the reader will not feel gulled. In
discourse, there is no such risk. But the
obsolescence of linear narrative, in a world
distinguished by its curvatures, sometimes
forces one into discourse. We can all write
a storm at sea and that chase through a
mountain pass (at dusk), but there is,
it seems to me some inner fort that transcends
suspense and the furniture of narrative. 12

In order to achieve this move he used a number of literary
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Notably, as has already been seen he used the narrator in a way

which confounded the conventions of rose fiction in the twentieth

century. Cheever's narrators move in and out of his stories,

making observations and supplying information in a selfconscious

manner (as in the example above from "Three Stories!'),

al terna tely draw.i.ng in and dis tancing the reader and making

judgeBents on the characters!

One reason you always saw the Beers at
cocktail parties and railroad stations
was that they were always lookinG for
somebody. They weren't looking for
somebody like you or me -- they were
looking for the Marchioness of Bath --
but any port in a storm. The way they
used to come in to a party and stare
around them is understandable -- we
all do it -- but the way they used to
peer at their fellow travellers on a
station platform was something else.

Here the intention is to enjoin the reader in a community of

spirit and experience, to prepare him to share the narr" tor's

o};inion of the Beers. In a sinilar way, in It Artemis, the Honest

\~ell Digs"er,11 the narrational aside contained the r-emar-kthat

!lhe had been 'down on' (his vocabulary) ~aria many

serves to impress upon the reader the nature of the story (it is

not 'true' in that it is organized and related by one who holds

opinions and biases) and reveals somethin of the nature both

of Artemis and the narrator.

Increasingly Cheever used such an intrusive narrator -- a ,an

not in any way related to the action or development of the story

to point up the way in which fiction is organized. Thus, in

"Th e Children, Il in order to learn more about a charac ter' s

circumstances, when "he goes out onto the terrace ....we follow

him and speak to him there,1l15 calling him by name. Again, in

attempting to further persuade the reader about the Beers,

another example of their behaviour is arranged or us: "So the
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sunnc r and the sea 1.·Jillbe the setting for their last appe aran ce

their last appearance for our purposes here, 16at any rate,1I

(~y italics). Hand in hand with this deliberate emphasis on the

role of the narraur in controlling and governing the reader's

experience of the story went an (at least p- rtial) abandonment

of cohesive narrative and tempor-aL linearity. 1 y switching back

and forth through time and having different characters tako up the

story liThe Day The Pig F'eLL Into 'I'he \-Iel11!becomes a r ulti-layered

vision of a family in which the events referred to in the title

are a more or less incideltal point around which the oatarial

can be organized. Ch ever used such an arran0ement, of unrelated

vi~nettes or unconnected events, on a number of occasions,

sOdetimes in an attempt to suggest a comnunity of pur ose, on

other occasions in order to sUG~est the unanimity or human despair

or experience, as in "Three Stories!1 or "The Leaves, The Lion -

Fish and The Bear,!! but also, as Vlith "The President of the

Arcentine,tI in a Hay which argues the impenetrability of human

experience. HOHever used, this tendency in Cheever's fiction,

to depict and define the world in terms of discontinuous images,

serves further to confute the accepted vision of Cheever as a

conventionally realist literary practitioner.

One interesting aspect of Cheever's fiction is the manner in

which this 'disruptive' approach to narrative structure echoed an

increasingly chaotic and pessimistic outlook on the world, as if

the T1determination to trace some moral chain of being,,,17 which he

claimed as a constant factor in his artistic efforts had besun

to fail. Of course the tendency to depict humanity in terms of

diacour-agement , moral we akn ess and failure was present in the

earlier work as was the use of magic or madness to reveal hidden

truths about the human condition: for example both are powerfully

present in "The Enormous Radio .Tt HOllJever,as Joan idion has
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observed, a IInote of exile and estr-arigcment has always boen

present in Cheever's fiction, frola the early stories on. But in

the be[';inningCheever's c_aracters appeared to be exiled merely

by their own errors or passions or "3foolishness ••••!!I The later

fiction, by contrast, seemed to sugGest a more fundamental source

for the feeling of estrangement. So, just as st. Dotolphs,with

its l!Eihineof decor-um that wae not hypocrisy but a Guise or mode

of -10hope, n ./ gave wa;I to the valueless and anonymous communities

of Shady Hill, Gory Brookand Bullet Park; just as Cheever

apparently relinquished his belief in lIthe inestim ble Greatness

of the r-ace" in favour of increasingly nebative depi.ctLon s of

human activity, so his writing, by its browing use of disru' tive

forms, enacted the incoherence and futility which narked the lives

of his characters.

Charac t erLstic of this enac tmeri t is the story !trrhePresident

Of The Argentine!! which, somewhat ointedly, declares itself

in the opening paragraph:

Coldness falls from the air, she thought,
as she carried the white roses up the stairs
to the paneled library. That, or: ITow like
sandpipers were the children on the beach,
she thought, as she stood by the rusty screen
door of their rented house on Nantucket. Zap.
Blam. Pow. Here endeth my stab at yesterday's
fiction. No one's been reading it for forty
years. It went out with easel painting, and
by easel painting one means the sort of
painting that used to be dis layed on easels.
Two curates playing checkers by a cock: too's
roost. Painting has cast off its frames,
and yet one deeply misses these massive and
goldenoolebrations -- fruit and an 'els -- for
their element of ultimate risk. By framinG
a painting the artist, of course, declared
it to be a distillate of his deepest feelin s
about love and death. By j un ing the f 'ane
he destroyed the risk of a declaration. He
may, as he will claim, have opened doors,
porticos, gates, and mountain passes onto
an unframed infinity of comprehension; or
he may merely have displayed his abysmal lack
of vitality. The woman climbin6 the stairs
with her white roses is in a sense a frane, a
declaration, and ay account of_putting a hat
on a statue is frameless and may indeed not
deserve a frame at all. 20
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Thus the story opens on a note of frustration, rejection and

loss, chronicling not only the brutalizins and triviulizing of

ezperience in tilepresent day but also its inc oherence and,

crucially, a sense of divorce from the past. This divorce

plays a larse part in Cheever's writing and in , 1- • •
t m.s case lS

highlighted both by the violent 'junking' of the for lS of

'yesterday's fiction' and by the very irrelevance of the

reminiscences which make up much of the narrator's tale. nlike

Leander Wapshot's journal (with its tone of joyful morality) or
21

Ii the impression of unusual per-manence" conveyed by St. Eo t oLph 's,

these fragments hold no value and proffer no selse of order: they

in no -,laythrow light on the events on Commonwe aLth Avenue w h.i.ch

(the narrator is suggesting) are themselves so trivial and futile

as to be undeBerving of the 'frame' of storytelling. Further,

r1The President Of The Argentine,ll closes on a note of weariness

and defeat. Having rejected the forms of 'lyesterday's fiction'!

because of their constraining artificiality (the painting and its

frame), the narrator chooses to render the closing paragraph in

terms of another artificial narrative form the film:

And so we will end as the movies do when,
havin~ exhausted the kiss, the walk-off,
the reconciliation, and the boundlessness of
faith, hope, and charity, they resort to a
downward or falling crawl title giving the
facts in the case - usually to the fading
music of police sirens. The girl's real
name is Alice-Mae Plumber and she has
flunked out of embalming school anci is
afraid to tell her parents. The man in the
middy blouse is named Lemuel Howe and he
will be arrested three days later for
possession of dangerous drugs and sentenced
to five years in the Suffolk County Jail.
The man who wa.nted to put his hat on the
statue of the President is I. 22

The narrator seems to be articulatin~ a sense of hopeless ess and

cuI,tural impotenc e, the "downward or falling- crawL titLe"

expressing a failure of ima~ination as well as of hope, and the
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exhaustion and surrender.

In this way il1'hePresident of the Argentine" conforms wholly

to, indeed encapsulates, an emercing pattern in Cheever's fiction.

This pattern t&kes the form of an expression of regret and or a

reluctant recognition of the tragic nature of human e~ erience

linked to a perception of the failure, in the lodern world, of what

miGht best be described as human values. Indeed the II oral chain

of bei.ng!' to which Cheever referred in his introduction to the

collected Stories may well be seen in these s me terms and there

is no doubt that John Cheever, throuGhout his fiction, ar~ucd

against man's abandonment of such values. Thus, in The apshot

Scand&l, an old man rails against the amoral values of the

technological age as represented by Dr. Cameron b intimating that

they lack the human dimension: 11 ••• I find in your thi.nki.nr, scme

nar:cowness, some unwillingness, I should say, to acknovlledge

those simple ties that bind us to one another a cl to the g-arclcns

of the earth •••• We possess Promenthean powers but don't we lack

the a'de, the human i ty , that primitive man brou.jht to the sacred
2 -,

fire,?!!) Simi+arly Mallory, in lIrrheGeometry Of Love, II is driven

to try and work out his emotional problems by arithnetic ~orlliulae

because he lacks the sustaining knowledoe of human value systems:

lIRe might not, had he possessed any philosophy or religion, h~ve

needed geometry, but the religious observations in his neighborhood

seemed to him boring and threadbare and he had no -ispositio for

philosOphy.1I24

In fact, as the fiction attests, Cheever broubht a -trong moral

vision to his writing, a point that is underlined by the fable-like

qualities of his work. For exa,ple, the transformation of Johnny

Hake at the conclusion of liThe Housebreaker Of Shady illil (a

conclusion elsewhere described as lIpat and over - contrivedll) Horks
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preci seLy because of the fabulous terns of 1110ralinstruction

in which it is rendered. However, even in those works like

f!The Je\jels of The Cabo ts" in which there is no cLear moraL tone

a powerful use of understated irony conveys the need, on the

reader' s ~:Jart,for the exerc isin[) of moral judG81:'!ent , 'l'hus,

even thouGh the narrator could be to some extent unreliClblc

(and Cheever demanded that the reader be alive to the subtilst

of hints and promptings on that score) and the society he depicted

fre~uently seemed beyond the reach of conventional moral values,

the fictions themselves never suffered from the amorality which

all too frequently afflicted the characters. Indeed John Cheever,

in ~is understatedly ironic way, brought a rigorously humanistic

code to his writing and became one of the most perce~tive

chroniclers of the vanishing moral dimension in post-war American

life.

In no small measure this loss of a moral di~enGion and the

attendant enfeeblement of the social fabric was, in Cheever's

writ~ng, accompanied by the collapse of the old patrician order of

New EnGland. It was a world with which Cheever clearl r felt a

certain unease; a number of his stories reflect a sense of

distress at the excesses of so class-bound a society with its

easy assumptions of privile~e and superiority. onetheless he

apparently remained convinced of the health, viGour and moral order

which this same class ~d been able to pass on to the wider society

and saw the passing of moral certitude as being mirrored in and

perhaps connected to the decline of certain social rigidities.

Certainly, his work re eatedly displayed these ideas, as in the

Wapshot Scandal where Melissa, in marked contrast to old Honora

Wapshot, is unable to bear her part in the scan als precisely because

she has none of the social certitudes and traditions of St. otolphs

on which to draw. This difference, essentially one of social class
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a~d traditio~, is ~ost clearly stated by Dr. Bronson in

Bullet Park. :ttempting to diaGnose Tony Nailles' loss of

appeti~e for life, the psychiatrist tells the boy's mother:

"'l'hereis a tendency, in your Lncorae Grou:p to substitute

possessions for moral and spiritual norms. A strict sense of

c:ood and evil, even if it is m.ictalce n , is better than none.,,25

The inference can clearly be drawn: there has been a bre~tdown in

the social fabric attendant on the move from co~nunity to

C onnnut er t own , a br-eakd own w it h serious implications for the uoraL

dimensions of society. This belief stayed with John Chee er to the

end of his literary career. As late as his last :published work,

Oh What A Faradise It Seems, the narrator, Lemuel Sears, was able

most precisely to verbalize his dissatisfaction with modern life

by itemizing what had been lost from the world of his youth:

The traditional forces of selection --
the clubs, the social register and the
professional lists -- were all obsolete,
he knew, but some traces or hints of
caste seemed necessary to him for the
comprehension and enjoyment of the world.
These people seemed not only to belong
to no orGanized society, they seemed to
confound any such possibility. 26

The tone is familiar -- rational, reasonable and under~tanding,

the narrator is clearly a man of liberal virtues -- but e~ually

familiar is the sense of regret at what has been lost to the world

and that, overwhelmingly, is a sense of purpose and an order

amenable to human understanding. For this reason it would be

un~enerous and unjust to depict Cheever in terns of a social

reactionary obsessed with the decline of a social hierarchy. He

was capable, as I have sU80ested, of attacking the excesses of

such a hierarchy and of parodying (albeit very ~ently) its concerns,

as in ilHarito in Citta" where Estabrook, forced to choose between

wife and mistress, eventually chooses his wife because his mistress

"wouLdn i f kn01!J how to sail. She would get tangled upon the
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cainsheet, vonit to windward and pass out in the cabin once the-

Here pas t t he point. She wo u.ldn I t kn ow how to play tennis. \'Jlly,

she wo uldn t t even r;:novlhow to ski!1I27 It is perhaps Dare useful

to reGard Cheever's concern with lost social certainties as

symptomatic of a Hider, more significant loss, as part o~ a deeper

re~ret at the conteaporary divorce from and disre~ard for the past.

This 6.isre_;iJ.rd\Jas evident everywhere in Cheever's writinz;;

characterized as ~uch ~y the reliJ.tionships bct\Je8n parents and

chil~ren as by the near total disregard for national heritage and

history. The lack of connection between parents and children, a

lack of com~it@ent almost, repeatedly surfaced in Cheever's short

stories (for instance in liThe Sorrows Of Ginfl and "Th e Oc ean!") but

the tone of poi~nant loss and dislocation was perhaps best evoked by

the fate of the Erewsters in The Wapshot Chronicle:

Er. Br ewe t er- wa e an invalid and HI's. Brewster
supported her husband a d had sent her two
sons through college \'1ith the money she made
as a bake r , Her sons had dono weLl, but now
one of them lived in San Francisco and the
other in Detroit and they never came home.
They wrote her saying that they planned to
come home for Christmas or Easter -- that
the first trip they made would be the trip
to st. Botolphs -- but they went to Yosemite
National Park, they went to Mexico City,
they even went to Paris, but they never,
never came home. 28

Above all, it is a loss of values that is repreGented in such

family breakdown. The centrality and vitality of the past to

Cheever's sense of civilization may be gauged by Lorenzo ~apshot's

hope that flBya retrospective view of the past may I find wisdom
1 • t I f t , .. '1 1,29ana. a.mpr-ov e --le u ure 1110repr-otLt.ao y.to govern This sense is

reinforced by Cheever's scathing summary of Francis -~eed in

IlThe Country Husband": "•••his memory was something like his

appendix -- a vestigial repository. It was not his limitation at

all to be unable to escape the past; it was perhaps his limitation
~othat he had escaped it so successfully. I'_) St. Botolphs possessed
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such a security of values, built on its respect for the past and

its t r-a d i,tions, to the extent that 11in a \-/01'10. of i.ruc h c ance

the gTecn at st. Botolphs conveyed an impression of unu8ual

In this context the abandonnent of st. ~otolphs, the adillission

tha t II I Viill never COLe back, an d if I do t.ne re w i LL be n ot h.i.ng

left ••• really be nothin~ wa s crucLc.L to

Cheever's social vision and his unuerstandin~ of tho (declinin~)

siSnificance of the past for the present. The replacement of

st. Botolphs with Talifer, Bullet Park and Shady Hill as fictional

locales was in Cheever's eyes at one with the growth of bland,

uGly and vulGar artef&cts in nodern society. Frequently his

narrators voiced anGer at their iEll)otencein the face of what can

only be described as socie ty'e slide into ni.,...htuar e, There secms ,

in the words of the nar _El. tor of "The Ancel Of The Brid,;e'l, to be

!ian emer't;enceof brutality and chaos.1133 In this case the

narrator develops a sudden and totally irrational fear of crossing

bridt;es, a fear whi.ch , he comes to sus ect , is lian expression of

my cLume i Ly concealed horror of wha t is becom.i.ng of the world."

He amplifies this remark in the following way:

"... ! hate freeways and Bufralo Burgers.
Expatriated palm trees and monotonous
housing developments depress me. The
continuous music on special-fare trains
exacerbates my feelings. I detest the
destruction of familiar landmarks, I am
deeply troubled by the misery and
drunkenness I find amo ng my friends, I
abhor the dishonest practices I see.
And it was at the highest point in the
arc of a bridge that I became aware
suddenly of the depth and bitterness of
my feelings about modern life, and of the
urofoundness of my yearning for a more
;ivid, simple, and peaceable world.1I 34

In Oh What A Paradise It Seems the same connection is nade

between an apparent contemporary delight in ugly vulgarity and a

failure to appreciate the past in a more pointed way:
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nelancholy spectacle, as if a truly
~dve~turous people ~ad made a wronG
turning and stumbled into a GYpsy culture.
Here were the most fleeting oom.iitmen'ts
ane the most massive household Gods.
Beside a porn drive-in movie were two
furnituI'~ stores whose items needed
t~e strenGth of two or three cen to be
mcved. He t~ou~tt it a landscape, a
people -- and he counted himself among
them -- wh o had lost the sense of c:..
harvest. 35

This mixture of anGer and disa)pointment is apparent throu~hout

Cheever's work: it forms a sustained theme in The Wapshot Chronicle

and even by this relatively early stage, the stren~th and vi~our

of society is in paLpa bLe decline; already there are "mor-e ships

in bottles
'26than on the water ••. "_) and this cnan ge is linked to

a certain domestication of society, a cert ai n tane ness wh Lch

reveals itself to Moses ~apshot in the realization of Ilhow

securely conquered that country [new England] was by his good

mother ariel. her kind -- the iron Homen in their eumme r dresfjes.lIj7

These siGns of the passins of a more heroic, essentiall' masculine,

age are unde rLa.ned by Sarah's action in taking the "Topaze" out of

service, thereby depriving Leander of his usefulness. Indeed, it

had only renained in service at Honora's whim and served merely to

bolster Leander's illusion of having a role to play, of his

usefulness.

From sailing ship to gift "shoppel!: the t.ri.v i aLj.z.atLon and

debasement of life as an endeavour was frequently fem' le-inspired

in Cheever's fiction. Leander's eventual suicide is prompted by

the encroachment 0" women on perceived male territory:

He undressed behind a dune and was
disappointed to find ~rs. SturBis and
Mrs. Gates preparing to have a picnic
on the stretch of beach where he wanted
to swim and sun himself. He was also
disappointed that he should have such
black looks for the old ladies who were
discussing canned goods and the
ingratitude of daughters-in-law while
the surf spoke in loud voices of wrecks
and voyages and the IiI eness of things •••• 38
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Suici~e is Leander's res)onse to a world changing faster and

further than his capacity or desire to adjust and w~ile it har~ly

coerGed as a tje~e in Cheever's writing throuGhout, his work

de icted Den variously undone by the incomprehensible and (often

unintentionally) Galicn power of women. Thus ~oses Wapshot is

reduced to alcoholic degeneracy by the strange and disorderly

whios of Velissa; Ezekiel Farragut is exposed to the inexplicable

hostility of his w i.f e ; Charlie Hallory (in "The Geometry Of Lov e")

is pushed into insanity by the demands of his wife; Lemuel Sears

takes refu~e in a homosexual relationship and the sychiatrist

after the br-eak; up of his affair with Henee who insists that "you

don't •.• understand the first thing about wome n •••• ,,39 'l'hechangi.ng

basis of the Dale/female relationship was used by Cheever as a

metaphor for the chanGinG face of society and the GrowinG power

of women acted as an analogy for the increasins inability of man to

control his own destiny.

As with the matter of social class, it would be wrong to infer

misoGynist tendencies from Cheever's treatment of women. It is, I

think, better understood as an e:qJression of his general and wider

dissatisfaction with the taming and trivializing process at the

heart of modern civilization. Just as ships become "shoppesll so

human excellence is driven out by the pressures of conformity and

standG.rdization (as in "Hene, Hene, Tekel, Upharsin") and, in

"The Sorrows Of Gin" the Good, rich land gives nourishment only to

the spiritually thin and mornlly barren suburbanites. Thus ~rs.

Henlein, descended from Patroons, expresses these notions of

corruption an' degeneration in her verbal attack on Mr. Lawton, a

representative of the new corporate-rich breed of middle class

Americans. "I lived in this neighborhood my whole life. I can

remember when it was full of good farming people and there was

fish in the rivers. My father had four acres of sweet meadowland
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in hcr i~l!.:ily'Gdecline, the dest.r-uct Lon of , 1

'CL19 t.r-adi.tions tim t

made sense of tneir lives and in the change in the land, no lonGer

sup orting cattle or fish but, instead, providing a home for the

insensitive and conscienceless Lawtons, a pollution botll actual and

spiri tuaL, The despairing corn.uun i.tLes of Bullet Park and "llac~yHill,

composed of people who have lost or never possessed 'a strict sense

of GOoci a~d evil', are mere shadows of older co@uunities like

st. Eotolphs and, increasingly, the soulless townships like

Talifer (in The vapshot Scandal) are the marks modern society is

leaving on America.

This sense of contemporary debasement was mirrored in Clleever's

use of l~n~uage as a vehicle for depicting his disquiet with

modern versions of the human condi tion, echoing' the loss of epic

intensity an' an adventurous dimension to human life in a brutal,

crude la~guaGe stressing abruptness, aggression, and General

disrespect for all things human. Through his deployment of this

languaGe Cheever sought to demonstrate the way in which the brutal

and vulgar and intruded into everyday life, offering lanGuage as an

indicator of the devaluation of the culture itself. Just as Lemuel

Sears e t ect e , in a ruined village, signs of how "a truly

adventurous people had made a wrong turning and stumbled into a
LV1gypsy culture,!1 so, in corrupted and desensitized language the

reade_ cc.n detect signs of our dehumanization and the way in which

contemporary insistance on stark brutality as the 'bottom line' of
., d d ., .1.t . 42reallty nas coarsene mo-ern senslOl 1 lese

Thus, in place of Leander Wapshot's briskly lyrical journal of

life in nineteenth century New Englan~the modern age can only offer

advert LzLng blather about "Bu f faLo Burgers" or the IIZap Blam. POH, II

which accompanies the "junkingll of poetic values in "The President

Of The Argentine.l! Instead of the emotive and descriptive Lan guaj e
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which at~ends Sears' outrage at the despoliation of Beasley's

Pond alL he has left at the: end is a semi-literate jar,;on of
u..7n on-c ommun i cation r > \IDereby he describes a soulless, perhaps even

pyrrhic, victory.

The most obvious and sustained example of this linguistic

descent comes in Falconer, a book hailed by some 's Cheever's entry

into the latter half of the twentieth ceniury, presumably because of

its fraLkness of lanuuase and a naturalistic concern for bodily

functions. Certainly it is far removed from most of Cheever's

previous work and at times it almost seems as if the novelist was

attempting to render the kind of speech patterns so successfully

captured in the plays of David Mamet. However, Cheever's intentions

clearly go beyond the faithful representation of American speech and

to a great extent the novel depicts the linguistic/spiritual prison

as well as the physical prison in which Farragut is held. His

physical confinement is explicitly echoed in the imaginative and

communicational limitations of his spoken language. The extent to

which spoken cO@Runication inhibits Farragut is demonstrated by the

lexical dexterity and precision of the letters he writes describing

the hUDiliations and injustices forced upon him. InterestinDly,

Farragut has no spoken formulation for describing such injustices.

In a very real sense the prison he must escape from is not only

physical but spiritual: he must, in a sense, escape into hi~self,

into those larger possibilities which the dull, uean and brutal

languabe of the prison gives him no opportunity to express.

The despair attendant on this debasenent, both moral and

lin~uistic, is underlined by the perceived uniformity of the

onsLaugh t : t1 I been allover this country, its the same everY\-lheres••/~4
moans Betsey Wapshot who is unable to escape the clutches of

Talifer and, by extension, the emptiness that is to be found at

the centre of modern life. Even the unspoilt (backward) areas of
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:C;uro~)eare sub j ect to lithe advc.nce of bo.r barLs:n , vulGarity and
, ..45censorlusness," Hhich eLlanates from the United States. In an

Lroni ci.Ll.y titled story, liThe Golden Age,!1 Seton, a television

script writer, tries to escape Hhat he sees as the mediocrity and

Ccceitfulncss of his career by retreatinG to an old fishing

villa~e in Tuscany. He tries to pass himself off as a poet ~-

indicative of his desires to scale [j-reatheights of human under-

standing -- only to find that his comedy series, dubbed into

Itali~n, nas followed him and his misery is com'leted by the joy

with Hhich the locals Greet the discovery that he is not, after

all, "mereLy a J:)oct.I! Clearly, nowhere is free from the

debase~ent of human feelings and aspirations that lies behind the

mental juni~-foor':;_v,e are constantly fed by the television: lIThe

blue ~reen be&n of the television set in the cafe has begun to

trans:or~ them from sailors into cowboys, from fishermen into
46gan~sters,11 says the nar~ator, describing the villa6ers' surrender

of identity and, at the same time, locating the source of the

'disease' in the pervasive, all-tao-popular culture of modern

v r r particular example of this sense of modern debasement

of values and the loss of the standards of the past occurs in

tiThe Sutton Place story.JI small girl has gone missing and the

frightened parents can only wait, worry and indulge in a certain

amount of self reproach:

III had a little brother who died. His name
was Charles -- Charles, junior. He was
named after my father and he died of some
kind of sickness when he was two and a
haLf years old, about Deborah's age. Of
course it was very hard on Hother and
Dad, but it wasn't anything as bad as this.
You see, I think children mean muc h more to
us than they did to our parents. That's
what I've been thinking. I suppose it's
because we're not as religious and because
the Hay we live makes us much more
vulnerable. I feel filthy with guilt. I
feel as thOUGh I'd been a rotten mother and
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~,rotten wi.f'ean d as t hougn t hi.swe ro
punishment. I've b~oken every vow
an d every promise t.hat I've ever raade,
I've broken all the Good promises.
..hen I Vias a little bir1, I used to make
prosises on the new moon and the first
Gnaw. I've ur oken evcryt hLng COOd.11 4'7

The Dotrier's outburst encapsulates the feelings of contern orary

vro rt.h.Lcesne ss that ov erwhe Ln many of Cheever's pro tag-onists. lJhat

it also &oes is to 6uBuest a change in the attitude to death in the

modern age, a change rooted in a growinG fear of 'eath. It is,

moreover, a change readily identifiable in society ~s a wIlole:

death, it has been sug~ested, has replaced sex in the post-war

world as the great subject of social taboo and a whole euphe~istic

vocabulary now attends the business of death and the dis'o al of

the corpse. Several novelists, notably Evelyn Wau~h in The Loved One

and J. P. Donleavy in lA, fairy 'l'aleOf Nev, York, have viciously

satirized these attenpts to deflect the harsh force and truth of

death an~ cle~rly Cheever, without Dakin· the busineGS of oath

centrel to any of his fictions, shared their concern at such efforts

to banish or beautify death. Indeed, he once claimed that his

\-lritin6sought lito make some link betwe en the light in th sky and

-r tl 1[48 - h" - Ch 'aea-n, an expreSSlon w lcn, glven eever sthe taste of

f requent use of light as a symbol for joy and boodness, seems to

sug~est a desire to unite death with life as a culLilation (ratIer

than a cessation) of experience. Certainly, he abhorred the

tendency to disguise death through euphemism, ridiculing it through

an e.mbaLm.i.ngstudent's unconscious irony in aay i.ng If that her task,

her study and vocation, was to beautify death, to make death
40comprehensible to the cruelly ber eaved ;!' ")

Despite this abhorrence the fear of death is vel'- real for man

of Cheever's characters. It lurks in the back of his characters'

minds hinting that life, however lived, can be rendered ~bsurd,

meaningless, by its ending. Thus, CoverlJ,rVJa'l)shotdetects amorir.s t~ 0
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despite their patently successful and ~ood lives, 'ust a acute as

the sense of fore Goding, that IIhorror -'0of death, II) whi.ch d.istresses

i-ieLi.e sa , vrho has fled rie r respone i.bi.Laties and lived, in Cheever' 5

eyes, a rootless, worthless life. "vras it because they had been

Mortal, was it because for every last one of thC1J the pain of

death had been bitter?11,51 Cove_ly wonde_s. Cheever's cho.racters

rarely indul=e in speculation beyond this point: an afterlife is

not a proposition which is ever seriously entertained and the

church and its clert:.:Jexist only to point to the distance nan has

strayed from :;race (as attested to by the d:cunken vicar in

The Wapshot Scandal or the bishop interested only in findinG Cl

sanctuary in case of nuclear attack in lI"h8 'ri!_,adierand

The Golf Widow1'). Only Chicken Number Two, in Falconer, welcomes

death as a new adventure: li ••• I'd go dotln a very haypy man because

I'm interested in what's going to happen next,1I52 this renarlc

however reveals more about the appalling greyness of prison life,

as Cheever depicts it in Falconer, than it does a~out t:e

character's reliGious convictions. On more than on occasion the

prisoners' situation is compared, not at all favourabl", to that

of the oead, Farragut feels himself to be "amonr, the living
5"';dead,1f ./and Tiny, the prison warder, tells them, "You is worse

than dead. You shit, the dead don't shit.1I54 In any event eath,

as life, holds little digni t;yfor Chicken; his corpse beLng :eft

as a decoy in Farragut's bed while Farragut smu gles himself out

of jail in the canvas sack meant to serve as Chiclcen's coffin.

Clearly, it is the loss of a sense of pur ose, and the

ansuish which replaces that sense, that troubles nearly all of

Cheever's characters, even if death is not invoked by name.

Caverly tells Honora that she should not want to die because
r; t;

IIlife is a gift, a mysterious Gift,":::>:';>but he says this
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" f eebLy" and it is nard for the reade r to believe he Cleans

what he says, particularly in a world of hurtful and arbitrary

pain anci sufferin~. It is just such a world that Eliot Nailles

beGins to ex}erience in Bullet Park, a world which allows the

kind of wental and physical misery which affects Nailles'

mother arid son and wh i ch chaLl.eng es his sense of the lIfitnes ,II

of thinGs. It is a des~air from which Nailles can find no

escap e r IIThere vic.e some obvious purpose in his Lov Ln.;Nellie

and the li;jht of mar-nine;but what was the purpose, the ilJeSS<1c:e,the

lesson to be leur-ned fran his stricken son?1I56 \t/hy,ul thi.:ltely,

should we have to submit to suffering if, after all, each life is

just a brief spell between two apparently limitless voids?

The Americans of Cheever's fiction try very hard to avoid

confront i.ng this quest.Lon: the mai,d in "Glementinali pointodly remarl s

of her ;"lllericanemp.Ioyers that "they did not believe in the 'eaC\1l57

and Leander, in The Warshot Chronicle, goes some way to definin3

this unw i.LlLng relationship of life to death in his summary of

Honora's approach to life:

•.• he wondered if it wasn't the fear of
death that had deterDined her crabwise
progress through life. It could have
been that by side-stepping those thin's
that, through their force -- love,
incontinence and peace of lind -- throw
into our faces the :facts of our nortality
she micht have uncovered the mystery of
a spirited old age. 58

It is as if, through a shallow, uninvolv_d ap roach to life,

an approach which seeks to e .clude consideration of dar'~er an more

troublesome latters, death can be ignored or excluded f_om the

-recincts and concerns of the characters who Jeople Cheever's

America. An examination of this attitude is evident in all his

work but Gains its most clear expression in the story 'The Death

Of Justina'. In a sense the reader is prepared for the essimistic

line of the story as the narrator, in an opining aside, confes ·es
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his ;:;rO'.ling'perplexity in the face of life and adm.it s that Ilpcrh'-'p.s

the exhibitionist at the corner of Chestnut and Elm Streets is

more significant than the lovely woman with a bar of sunliJht

in 50her hai r II 7..I........ .r cx, ••••

The story itself opens with Moses, the narratort lookinG out

of the 'dindow: "l thou;_;'1tsuddenly of the negLect ed ,,;r',ves of iny

three brothers on the mountain side and that death is a

1 Li h 1 'h 1 1 ' 1 . t d +-l'n ll'fe • 11
60~one lness mue erue er 'C an anyone lness ~ln e ~'

He explains this rawness, this sensitivity, to such 'unusual' ubject

matter by the fact that he has recently sto~ped both drinkind and

smo.r i.ng, a state of affairs wh i.ch inevitnbly recalls t le accusation,

in Bullet Park, that America is 'druGLin~' itself to avoid facine

up to reo.lities.

The sudden death of his wife's cousin Justina, whilst visitil ~

them, ser-v es to emphasize the narra tor!:s new found sense or

disquiet. Despite renewed attempts to anaesthetize him~elf with

cigaret tes and wh i.aky, he is forced into reco;_;nizing the true nature

of his fellow suburbanites' fear of death when he diacovers that

through administrative over-zealousness no one c"n be buri~d in

Zone B where he lives. The mayor excuses the ove 'sight b arguing

that precautions had to be taken to safe zuard 11 the neiu barhood , and

all the human and commercial values we've worked so hard 61o pr o t e c t ;"

The irony of this concern for human values is illuminated by the

mayor's unwitting admission that a fear of death lies at the centre

of this attitude:

... it's just that it happened in the wrong
zone and if I make an exce~tion for you I'll
have to make an exception for everyone nd
this kind of morbidity, when it sets out of
hand, can be very depressing. People Qon't
like to live in a neighborhood where this
sort of thing goes on all the time. 62

Eventually cousin Justina is buried but even the funeral serves

to remind Moses of the way in which his neighbors have attellpted

to exclude the dead:
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but in Proxmire hanor t~eir unexalted
kingdoD is on the outskirts, rather like
a dUMP, wriere they are trans~orted
furtively as Knaves and scoundrels and
~he~e they lie in an atmosphere of
perfect neGlect. Justina's life had
be en ezeupLary , but by e nd.Lng it she
seeDed to have disGraced us all. 63

So~e explanation, if not nitigation,of the beh~viour of the

hayor and all of Cheever's other, similar cnaracters is provided by

what subsequently happens to Moses. The ~bsurdity of his life is

revealed to him in a dream in which shoppers pick unlrbelled pucl~uGes

off the shelf of a brightly lit supermarket only to be thrown out

of the store into dark wa t er where there is "a terrible no i.ae of

moarri.n 0 all' c ry i.rig .i.n the r-l-_L°r.tf64I d. "t;;> U ~ v" . v - Cleever's fondness for briGht

light as a si,_;nof life and its juxta osition w i,th bru tali toran

darkness encourages an interpretation of the dream as a revelation

of the futility of the matters with which pea le concern themselves

and this certainly is the attitude that ~oses, at th end of the

story, hrin,_;sto his job. He writes out the twenty third psalm as

an advertiseuent for a tonic called Elixircol and yet does so

without any sense of joy or expression of faith: !II felt very

tired,1I65 is his only comment on his choice.

tiThe Death of Justina!! is characteristic of Cheever -- not anI

its approach to conteLporary American values, its description of

breakdown and its resolutely middle class setting -- in its use of

an apparently normal situation as the basis for a metaphor for the

irrationality and horror at the heart of experience. He is able to

d th d h t d cl. 1 0 f .d 1 A 0 66recor . e goo ear e ness an vu gar lnnocence 0 J:1l e lllerlca

even as he observes the worm at the heart of the apple, th worm

that will eve: tually destroy the apple. The story is also an

example of how Cheever used verisimilitude to achieve probability,

leadin~ the reader into a nightmare of life with distinctly surreal

overtones via a very ordinary, com~onplace scene. The drea
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~quence, in p~rticular, is a fine exaw~le of the way in which

Cheever worked, as on a uiniature painting,with ~rc~t atta tion

to detail, Qi6~laying how guilt, absurdity and terror UI derla'

t he Inn ian CO"'C'l' '~J' all He deveLoos th e Li. o'='_tlt/ld"ll'kp' a r a dox (ani" .Lio. 1. '- v. _ .• • ~ ~ 1 • .. u. _ ~ _ yo.

obvious, potentially trite, im~Ge) in an interestinG way, not

bei.n.; content sLmp.Ly to oppose the light of the aupe r-mo.r 1 et (lii'e

and innocence) with the obviously symbolic da_kness beyon. The

narrator observes how rlThe ceiling HEtS paved \'lithflaorescent

light -- brilliant, cheerful but, considerin~ our prehistoric

memories, Cl. harsh Link in the chain of liGht that binds us to the
6r;past.l! I In doing so, he provides an illuminntinc nside to

Cheever's career-long attraction to images of sunliGht as ay 'olic

of natural ;oodness and beauty. The neon is pointe 1 difierentiated,

by its harshness, from that real (i.e. natural) libht. Clearly

these .i.nnoce ItS, in choosing the harsh an' unnatural enviro -ie nt

signified by the neon light, have relinquished their birthriGht,

aI'S aomehow complici t in this scene of human eG 'adation arid

futility. They have forGone what is ~ood, no. ural and simple in

life in pursuit of something which, in a very reul se.se, is not

worth the candle.

Thus far I have, perhaps, seemed to emphasize the tradc

ele~ent in John Cheever's writing: the sense of an divorced and

aliena ted from a deteriorating, almos t anti-human, environ nent

and of the despairing spectre of death. This, hOHev r, was by no

means the whole story. On the contrary, his work contained

substantial elements of celebration and joy and was imbued with a

determination to reject easy pessimism and a v:ew of humanity based

on its lowest common denominator. 'I'hLs at titude is perhaps J ost

pointedly apparent in the story !'A Miscellany of Characters that

\'JillNot Appear," in wh i.ch a variety of "tra .Lc " stereotypes are

described and discarded because "they t hr ow so little true liGht
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68onehe way we Li.ve;" Further, Iiscornful de scr i.j.t Lor s of

Americi..~nlancicci::1.1J8S••• ,IIdrunks, horaosscxuaLa and IIe~(l)licit

de~:iCTij_)tionsof sexual counner-ce ,IIare re jccted .::,ndit is, once

~gain, worth pointing out that such rejections ~re not borne out

of some arch reactionary tendency in Cheever's own personality

but out of a sense of the failure of such symbols to do ju~tice

to the hunan . , .. 69
c- 1 t ua t a o nv_v c_v • Indeed, Ch ever's attitude to such

pessinistic visions of humanity were encapsulated in his description

of the bitter, cynical novelist Royden late whose fictions could

never "hope to celebrate a worLd t hat lies spread out <.troundus
70. ,like a bewildering and stupendous dream,I' and not lease; because

his work contained all the faults the narrator is vowing to banish

from _is own writing:

In his pages one found alcoholics,
scarifying descriptions of the
American landscape, and fat parts for
Marlon Branda. You might say that he
had lost the gift of evokin~ the
perfumes of life: sea water, the smoke
of burning hemlock, and the breasts of
women. He had da~aged, you ni~ht say,
the ear's innermost chamber, where we
hear the heavy noise of the dragon's
tail moving over the dead le~ves. 71

Howe ver , as the somewhat haphazard method of fI I'-'liscella1y Of

Characters That Will Not Appear," might sugbest, Cheever's rejection

of such a reductive and cynical vision of humanity was not built

upon a rigorous moral and philosophical code. It was, rather, an

expression of joy and pleasure in those areas a enable to man, a

I'most powerful sense of how singular, in the vastness of creation,

is the richness of our opportunity.1l72 This sense is co unu icated

in IIA Vision Of The vlorld" in terms of an irrational comf ort i

simply being, a comfort expressed in the narrator's cure-all ph"ase,

11' orpozec cie be ni.eprosze dorzanin alba zyolpoca ciwe bO, n7 3 from

which he draws inexplicable contentment. This irrationality extends

to the words themselves, an ungrammatical Slavic mish-mash I, eaning
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thinc;s
are many ~ood thin~s in life; you should not seurch for the
" . -.. ',. I'" 117Lj~na~ QO no~ eX1S~ ln lIe.

It was from such an(~rGuab10 li~ited staldpoint that John

Cheever ~roceeded in his quest for sources o· ~oodncs3 .nd joy in

the vio r-Ld, 'lypically, as in !I'fhevJorld.Of Ap_lJles,IIhe found it in

the celebration of the natural wo.rLd , an ct:!,l_;;Jreciationof which

enables Asa Bascomb to overcome the f'e eLa.n.,that IIGroSG obscc.ni.ty

seemed to be ~he only factor in life that osses~ed color and
nc

cheer .'1 (:J Indeed, the weaLth t hat the natural wor Lo held for .aan

was central to a sense of well-beinG and moral purpose. 11 I'j_'he

House breaker Of Shady Hill, II it is the sweetness of rainfall wh i ch

dissuades Johhny Hake froQ a life of crime and in Falconer Ezekiel

Farragut recalls

a trustees meeting in the city over El

batter of several mil~ion dollars. The
meeting was on the lower floor of a new
office building. Some ginkgo trees had
been planted in the street. The meetinG
was in October when the cinkGos turn a
strikingly pure and uniform yellow, and
durin~ the meeting he had, while
watching these leaves fall across the
air, found his vitality and his
intelligence suddenly stimulated and had
been able to make a substantial contribution
to the meeting foundee
brightness of leaves.

foursquare on the
76

Frequently this human response to nature Ca res onse allied, in wor's

like Oh W'at A Paradise It Seems, to a ea acit· for a more 0 _eral

human goodness) had a suburban or comr-ut.e r t own settin. It is

remarkable, given the antipathy he voiced elsewhere, the extent to

which Cheever wa s prepared to hymn th::elyric possibilities of this

"'1 1 '1' 77wealthy mlda e-c ass ml leu. Certainly, most of hi fiction \'las

set in the outer reaches of the Hudson Hiver or Connecticut commuter

belts and much of it sought, even as it excoriated the behaviour of

certain inhabitants, to impress upen the re'der the beaut, pote ltial

and richness of the surroundings. Thus, des ite the ~ean-mindcdness

and prejudice at work in the comziun It y in "The Trouble Of Marcie
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a suburban evening and lithe view of the Golden li._:;hton the ,_;rassand

the trees •••• 11
78 Indeed, his wrL t i.ng tended to Lec.v e the r-e ader

with an undi~ished regard for t:e suburban environment: a rc,_;urd

reinforced by Cheever's own observation that Iithere's been too much

criticism of the middle-class way of life. Life Can be as ~ood and

rich there as any pLac e else.1l79 Bullet Park is er-haps the

work tha t r:1O,3tr-e ad.i Ly demon s tr-ates this r egaz-d, Bei..;imill/._;w i t.ha

somewhat ironic and backhanded account 0_ a suburban comDu_it , it

nevertheless rejects the cOIDDonplace objections to such cOLlnunitics,

essentially for beinG glib and stereotypical (the adoleccent

complainant, doubtless recallinG Ginsberg, ~akes somethinc of a

chant of his charges and finishes, significantly, "IlowL, howl,
80ho,,,,1,1I). All of this is underlined by Cheever's trea tnent of

Eliot Iiailles who, despite his futility (a chemist workinG on the

elimination of ba- breath) and his moral limitations (le is lifhut

Hammer's mother describes as tla good example of a life lived iVithout

any • J... 1 181) .:;-enUllleemo t i.on or v e uel ,lS ~iven sympathetic treatuent

and a quasi-heroic aspect. The "ashes" and des air which confront

the 1;hckVJires,as suburban representatives, in chapter one are

particularized in the fate of Eliot Nailles and t ere is a sense of

almost trasic nobility in Nailles' situation at the close of the

novel: nTony went back to school on Hon'ay and Nailles -- druc..;ed

went off to work and everything was as wonderful, wonderful,

wonderful as it had 82been.!! Clearly, the repetition of wOlderful

is heavily ironic, as is the counterpointing of Nailles' dru'Ged

present with an idealized vision of his past, but the reco~ ition of

this irony coexists with and is almost submer~ed by Naille·I self

sacrifice and success in saving his son.

Eliot Nailles is perhaps an extreme example but nonetheless he

foes serve as an example of Cheever's typical suburban man. ~istaken
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or w eak , tak i n., refuGe in dri.nk or insubstantial dr-ea.no ,

occasionally even ~riven to criminal activity (like Johnny TI~ce

or the peepinG 'I'OL, Harston, in "The Cur e!') he is still a r.ran

Dossessed of hunan dignity and warmth, capable of rising above

the apparent banality of his daily life in ursuit of some hiGher

purpose. Reasonable, recoGnizable and above all sympathetic fi~ures,

such characters are often, despite their failinb~, able to uiv

voice to some hopeful assertion of human feelin~s whic transcends

the supposed narrowness and 8shallowness of the suburban world. 3

In addition to this almost Bellovian refusal to accept w hat

Chs.rlic Citrine niGht have called "the bo tt ori Li.n e" on hum.,n futility

and mendacity there was something in the style which worked .cainst

a euu.na ti.on of John Cheever as si.mp.Lya bard of m.iddLo cLass

tragedy. The reluctance to accept tra~edy and utilit· as t c

human lot is reflected in which iilfred Sheed has called the
')4

11exc eptionally hi.ghpolish and ••• certain wild Gleam, II b of

Cheever's writing style. This has, perhaps, been no more than

a device to deflect the harshness of the message by the beauty of

the wrapping or, as Sahluel Coale argues, it may be that Cheever

Was quite siuply betLer at evoking joy than describing . 85espalr.

In either cc;,se,comparison readily reveals Cheever as more direct

in his approach to positive, optimistic material, reacting with

an overt lyricism to the triumph over Lawrence's cynical vieH of

life at the close of ftGoodbye, Hy Brother":

"Oh , w at can you do with a nan like that.
What can you do? How can you dissuade
his eye in a crowd from seeking out the
cheek with acne, the infirm hand; how
can you teach him to respond to the
inestimable greatness of the race, the
harsh surface beauty of life; how can you
put his finger for him on the obdurate truths
before which fear and horror are powerless?
The sea that morning was iridescent and
dar-k, Hy wife and my sister Here
swimming - Diana and Helen - and I saw
their uncovered heads, black and gold in
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I saw that they were naked, unsh , beautiful,
and full of (;race, and I viatched the naked
WOLlen wa l.k out of the sea ;!' 86

On thc other hand, he had something of a crab-wise, in~irect

approach to the subjects of despair and mi~ery, arriving at them

as if by surprise through the use of i'ony and undcrstatcLent. It

was as if he was unable to get to erips with such material. The

close of Oh What A Paradise It Seems, for exa~ple, allows the

reader to infer Lemuel Sea.rs' surrender of his spirit t hrough is

new vocabulary for Beasley's Pond, and character condeonations came

'"most frequently through unconscious narratorial exposes. Thus

Cheever sought the reader's disapprobation of Elizabeth Chidchester

Madison's behaviour in "An Educated American \'oman" wh i.Le see];1in.;

to condemn her husband and in !!'1'heJewel Of The Cabots" conveyed a

sense of universal moral collapse by "allo\Ving!!the narrator to

concentrate on social trivia rather than on the" urder o~ .~os Cabot

and the conspiracy of silence surrounding it.

Concerning this ironic approach to a more 'e simistic vi "ion

of humanity, Ihab Hassan has wrLt t en that "Che ever t s affirnative

statement is a whimsical statement. But does not whimsey im ly an

ironic stance, a denial of, or at least detach~ent from, the

disagreeable aspects of reality in order to create a ~eta~hor of the

excellence and con tinui t;y of things •1187 An excellent example of this

aspect of Cheever's style is the story "'rhe Wrysonsll which is, at

base, a tale of the horrendous and wilful artificiality of concerns

of a typical (arguably stereotypical) suburban couple. However, by

using the fauiliar narrator-figure, a man at once affable, witty,

reasonable and, above all, sympathetic, Cheever \Vas able to deflect

the full force of criticism from the blinkered Wrysons, dissolvinG

the reader's exasperation in lightly ironic humour. Thus he be 'ins

by recording the extreme shallowness of the Wrysons' petty prejudices
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and trivial ~hilistinis3, without overt censure: IIThey seemed to

sense that there w~s a stranger at the gates -- unwashed,

tirelessly schemillG, foreign, the father of disorderly children,

who would ruin their rose garden and depreciate their real estate
00

Lnve stuent , a :janw.i t h a beard, a garlic breath and aoook.II()U

By avoi.di.ng the harsh critical tone of vrh i.ch the \Jrysons are

deservinG Cheever li~htened the whole tone of the story, enabling

hiEsclf to reject its projected tragic ending in favour of a

seni-couic tale of missed opportunities. One niGht Irene Wrrson,

awakened by her recurrent nizhtmare of a nuclear isaster, o;oes

downstairs to find her husb~nd, who secretly ba! eu c~es il an

effort to recc.LL the security of childhood, asLeei in the kitchen

and his cake ~urning:

"1 burned it,ll he said when nc saw the
sI,jokepouring fr on the oven. IIIburned
the damned thing. II

III thought it was the hy drogen bomb, II
she said.

lilt's a cuke,li he said III burned it.
vJhat made you think it was the hyd.r-o gen
bomb ?'!

"If you wanted something to eat, you
shou.Ld have waked me, If she said.

She turned off the oven, and opened
the window to let out the smell of
smoke and let in the smell of nicotiana
and other night flowers. 89

With the precision of Harold Lloyd or Buster Keaton t~eterin

on the edge of a cliff, the Wrysons, observed by the audience but

a_;parently unknowing, turn back from their precipice of know Led.je,

Some comprehension -- perhaps omentary--
of the complexity of life must have co. e
to them, but it was only momentary.
There were no further explanations. He
threw the cake, which was burned to a
cinder, into the garbage, and they turned
out the lights and climbed the stairs,
more mystified by life than ever, and more
interested than ever in a good ~ppearance. go

The narrator makes it clear that this unknow Lng.ness is wilful

and yet is partly complicit in such deception, maintaining that the
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spectre at the ~;D.tesis no more than a cordc=bo ok anaz-chi st ,

It can be ar~ue that these various stJlistic ele~cnts, t~e use

of irony, thc Ljr Lc t ende nci.es , even the obvious jo:y in vloro.s',f ii.ch

Cheever exhi.bi.t ed are not hi.n, less t ha i his rejection of the

app~rcntly tru~ic implications of his tales anJ 0.1 eX2ressio of

his joy L the triumph of language as that most unique hurcan

achi.eveuen t , Less cha.ratabLy , it is possible to aGree \1it h

Al~'red ~~a.zin's sugGEstion that ill')y deepest feeling about C'heever-

is that his Darvelous bri~htness is an effort to cheer hiwself
01up.rl/ ~eitier position, however, does Cheever full justice

since it is tllis contradictory oixture betwe n style and content,

the tension between a desire for joyous affirmation and a

recoGnition of humanity's tragic dimension that is the essence

of Cheever's reluctant tragedies. Despite the very reul caUGes

for joy and celebration that Cheever identified throu~h his writinG,

there WaS an insistence, an awar eness , that ef ea t ed his charac t ers !

best efforts to live an (arguably anaesthetized) existence, free

from the stresses and harsher concerns of life and, as in "The

Death Of Justina,t' death. Into their placidly content lives ca~e

a remorseless and forbidding knowledge of a dark and unwelcoue

reality. For the \iJestcottsfor instance, in II he Enormous actio,"

it was the radio itself stripping ai-JaYthe veils of nor, ali t

from the lives of their neiGhbours and themselves. ut the

messenger took nany forms. Thus, in lIThe Scarlet Mov i.nrrVan ;!'

it was the character Gee-Gee come to disrupt th tlunprecedentedly

comfortable and tranquil,n92 friends and neighbours of Charlie

Foilikestone. Gee Gee, who "was All-America twice, but ••• \<IilS

never a money-player -- he always played strai~ht out of his

heart,tl93 had descended from this youthful peak of athletic

perfection into an obsessive, overbearin' drunkenness, repeo.tedly

but rayster-LousLy assert-ing that "1 have to teach them.119Lf-
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Precisely ~~~t Gee Gee had to teach them, by his hostile ann

anti-social behaviour, was of the existence of a yawninG chasD

of fe~rful ~isery underlying the apparently sturdy surface of

all their lives, a chasm created by tho futility and irratioJlality

of existence. After a series of these drunke~ exhibitions

Folkestone felt he understood the drunken
nan ' S ;";lesso.:;e;he had always sensed it.
It was at the bottom of their friendship.
Gee-Gee was an advocate for the lame,
the diseased, the poor, for those who
throuch no fault of their own live out
their lives in misery and pain. To
the hap~y and the wellborn an the rich
he had this to say -- that for all their
affection, their comforts, and their
privileses they would not be spared the
panGs of aYlGer and lust and the aconies of
death. He only meant for them to be
prepared for the blow when the blow fell.
But was it not possible to accept this
truth without having him dance a Jlg in
your living room? He spoke froD some
vision of the suffering in life, but
was it necessary to suffer oneself in
order to accept his rnessa"e? It seeGed
so. 95

Throughout his fic ti.on, such revelations left Cheever's uan y similar

protaGonists similarly disabled. Overwhelmed by a sense of

futility and confusion, they became unable to return to the CaGY

shallows inhabited by such people as the ~r sons.

Ultimately, despite the props of the natural world, the

reserves of numa.n goodness and a vJillingness to identify tt hat

most powerful sense of our being alive on the planet ••• that nost

powerful sense of how singular, in the vastness of erea ion, is

the richness of our opportunity,,,96 the dominant emotion in

Cheever's fic tion was one of pessimism an d the doninant theme

the failure of hUill~nityto bring lasting meaning to the world.

The feeling of negativity that overwhelmed Lemuel Sears, a

f feeling which he described as a "Balkans of the spirit •••n,97was

a conmon one for Cheever, stressing the profound solitude of

individuals despite their best efforts to deny it. So it w s that
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Ee t sy \jc;1.pshotrecogni.z.ed lithe cu t t.Lrr., t hread , the wire 0

~ . . S8LoneLi.n eea•••" that ran through her life and , L;_ke Julia "ieed

in ilfi'heCountry Huaband" or the Viicb·;ires in Bullet Park,

attempte~ to overcome the reco~nition with a vicorous social

life, hopins perhaps to replace meanin~ with action, ~uality with

q)lanctity. 'I'hus , fa.r from bei.ng merely an en tert ai.nor- or juct one

more r~corder of Did-century, middle-class American mores, Cheever

was the forculator of a mode for describinG tie unease of our

century, for recording tne anxiety amid the affluence, for

providing his re~derBhip with somethinG ir ational, Dovih~ and

complex as our experience of life itself.
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but cor~llJ corrupt was a frequent element in Cheever's fiction,

snobbish social putrician. For instance, in Oh What \ Para6ise It

Seems C~eever describes the Brandenburg Concerto beinG used as

muzak in a ~uy Brite supermarket:

~hi3 music had been chosen by a ne hew of
one of the majority stockholders, who see~ed
to thi~c that there would be some enjoyable
irony between eighteenth-century music and
the tumult of a contemporary shoppinG center.
He was, spiritually speakinG, a frail young
~an who would amount to nothing, and the
irony he so enjoyed would be diccontinued
in a month or so. There is no irony of
course. The capital of BrandenburG was a
market villaGe and on a sumLer's day when the
doors of the cathedral stood open the great
concertos must have been heard by the grocers
and merchants. (pp.48 - 49).

Uha t these incidents empha si.z.eis the sort of uncriticnl love

that Cheever brouGht to his innocent characters, who were

frequently involved in tragedies not of their own making.

stories, p. 435.
6oo. Ibid., p , 469.

vJith regard to h0ll10sexua.ls,Cheever argued that it was "time

that we embraced the indiscretion and inconstancy of the flesh

and moved on" (Stories Ii. 469.) Horeover, his own view of

"sexual comrae r-c e ;! howev er oriented, "las somewhat lyrical as
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Jody in Falconer or in the following p' Gsuge drawn from

The Wapshot Chronicle:
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lIB2 thinks he is dying,'! the nurse said. "He
vian t s a pr Le s t ,"

"I called Father Bevi er-'] the doctor aa.id,
'fHe's out ;" He put a hand on the nurse's
slender back and let it fall along her
buttocks.

nOh, I could use a little of that," the
nurse said cheerfully.

"So could I,ll the doctor said.
He continued to stroke her buttocks and



desire seemed to make the nurse plaintive
and in a hUGan way much finer and the
doctor, who had looked very tired, seemed
refreshed. Then, from the dark i terior
of the place, there was a war less roar,
a spitting grunt, extorted either by
extreme physical misery or the collapse of
reasonable hope. The actor an" the nurse
separated and disappea_ed in the dark at
the end of the hall. (pp. 182- 183).
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John Updike:

iTThe Christian Church and Naked 1JJonen!!

AsLde from being, at Leae t by conteaporar litcr t:» tanda rds ,

almost frighteningly prolific (he has produce~ 9n averaLe, one new

volume of creative literature every year since 1959) John UpdLe

also keeps up a breathtakingly hectic sideline in book rcviewino

usually, although not exclusively, for the Q.'azine.

However, the most impressive aspect of his work is not its sheer

volume so lfiuchas the universally high level of Ie ical ald

intellectual care which informs it. I'anifestl, D_ dike Lives a

great deal of consideration to all his writinE ana eve the least

significant review demonstrates a ~egree of t oughtfulness wnich

combines powerfully with an incisive critical intellcct. This of

itself is impressive, good literary reviewers (as the u.iforml

uninforuative an~ unhelpful reviews of The iitches Of Eastwick

attest) being sufficiently rare as to be positivel- unusual.

E(lually unusual is the generosity of U id i.ket s criticism: his evident

desire to identify and praise achieve .ent an an ecually palpable

reluctance to belittle the efforts of a _ellow writer whatever his

personal misgiving. "Jhile this is, in one ense, Cal ue dubLe it is

not alvrays felicitous as, for instance, his review of Ber-nar-d

1alamud's God's Grace indicates. It is a book about whicl Updike

clearly has reservations, as indeed did a number of at er reviewers.

What emerges from the review, however, is a rather muddied account

of these reservations as, on the one hand, he co Vilcil~lr Gras s

Halamud's central impulse and confou ds beneral critical opinion

as to the novel's pessimism while on the other the review is so

honeyed in its 0 jections to a perceived incoherence 0 reli-ious

philosophy as to deprive the review of .uch of its critical force.1
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As Hartin Anis has observed: lfi'JithUpdike's jUde-ments one is

usually busy (as Anericans say) revisinG downward. He is not just

a gentlenan. He is a Christian gentleman. His indul~cnt galla tr

reliably extends to whatever is di.aadvan t aged , ioue Ly , stoical,
~. ~.. 112Iorelsn or ICffilnlne.

Hartin Amis, of course, is being predictabl harsh. However,

the point is not lost and the sicnificD.nce of this GentleL.a 11y

benerosity in what is, after all, the least si~nificant a ec of

John Updike's writing is that t _is reluctance, failure even, to

blame3 what he clearly conceives to be weak or confused writing

extends from his critical into his creative work where it fre~uently

takes the form of a refusal to engage in even minimal overt

authorial moral judgement on the behaviour of his characters. is

assuredly is not a weakness per se, a flaw to be listed o.lo1bsid

Ilstylistic deficienciesll or 1Iinrplausibility of 10t,1I indeed it

indicates a certain strength in Updike's writing, a detcrloination

to render fully realized fiction in which moral issues .re

dramatized rather than debated. It i~ however, a fact ( erh ys

the central fact) of Updike's fiction and in eres in the writin

being part of the creative tension whereb the bookci unfold. he

novelist has himself recognized the te dency, ex laining that

my Hork says, "Yes, but.1t Yes, in
Rabbit, Run, to our inner ur ent
whispers, but -- the social fabric
collapses Jurderously. Yes, in
The Centaur, to self-sacrifice and
duty, but -- what of a man's rivate
agony and dwindling? No, in The
Poorhouse Fair, to social homoLenization
and loss of faith, but -- listen to
the voices, the joy of persistent
existence. No, in Couples, to a
religious community founded on
physical ~nd psychical interpenetration,
but -- what else shall we do~ as God
destroys our churches? 4

A number of critics have found this sort of ambivale ce debilitati g

and have sugbested that it displays, on Updike's part, a lack of
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anything to say. This, hovrevcr , is unac cep tabLe and it should be

recognized that this ambivalence does not grow out of any absence

of a moral dimension in Updike's fictive world. Indeed, the

novelist has more than once stressed the centrality of noral

questions to his writing. Bernard SchoJen, for instunce, records

that "Updike has said that the central theme of each of his novels

is 'meant to be a moral dilemma' and that his books are in t ende d

as 'moral debates \Vith the reader.,,,5 It is simply that Urdil e,

t hr-oughout his fiction, has eschewed "pr-e acha.ness!' (an c Leuent he
6has ide. tified in the work of Saul Bellow) and the stro " nc~rl

Lutheran, moral eleuent visible in his work has been consistentl

challenged by an al.ost transcendent sensuality. This is eviccnt

both in his characters' activities and in the narl'ativc itself, w ich

is so texturally rich as to give out an almost hysical thrill in

its lush precision.

Such verbal dexterity has been far from 'opular in so Ie

literary quarters and is the most fre uently c~iticized aspect of

his fiction. It is, perhaps, forgivable to suspect a certain amount

of professional jealousy at work in some o~ these decrials ~s,

for example, in the following passage where the syopathetic reader

might just catch the sound of grinding axes behind the objective

critical voice: IIThere is an endless com oundin7 and fusion of

unsynthesized impressions. Few 0 portunities for modifiers or

metaphors are passed up, and though these are nearly always sharp

and fresh, they finally prove wearisome."? Nonetheless, what David

Lodge has described as "Updike's incorrigible stylistic 6reedlt8 does

result in a tendency to ov er-w ri te, to imbue the erce tions of

essentially dull working men like Rabbit Angstrom or Piat Hanema

with scintillating metaphorical observations or similarly to inject

into the sexual ac tivi ties and lives of o t.her-wi.aeunremarkable and

unreflective individuals hiphly wrou ht poetic perorations. 5'hus,
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in'tJne's :i'Yeit-;hbor'sHife," the wo Ian of the title asserts that

I'lY pussy is the calar of ear th , of fire, of air
shud~ering on the vein of a rock by the side
of a stream, of fine metals spun to a curly
tumult, of ni~ht as to the expo..ded eye of the
)rowler it yields its tints of russet and u.ber,
subtle husks of dayli~ht colors. Each hair is
precious and individual, serving a distinct role
in the array: blond to invisibility where the
thiGh and abdomen join, dark to 0 acit where
the tenaer labia ask protection, heart a d
ruddy as a forester's beard bene th the swell
of belly, dark and sparse as the whiskero of a
llachiavel where the pe_ ineurn sneak:s backward to
the anus. 1y pussy alters by time of day and
accordin~ to the mesh of underpants. It has its
satellites: the whimsical line of hairs that
ascend to my navel and into my tan, the cisses
of fur on the inside of my thighs, the lambent
fuzz that ornaments the cleavage of my fu da~ent.
Amber, ebony, auburn, by chestnut, cin 'man,
hazel f'awn, snuff, henna, bronze, platinum,
peach, ash, flame, and field mouse: these ~re
but a few of the colors my ussy is.

Arguably this is part of a short, lyric, overtly ronanticized and

narrowly unrealistic piece of writing. InaI' uably it cOles closer

to bathos than lyric beauty and is sym tomatic of a far wi er

tendency to surrender, sometimes inopportunely, to a rare and

wide-reaching linguistic facility that is clearly the autl or's and

his alone.

Des~ite this occasional over-abundance Updike has, in ubitably,

the eyes, ears and nose that make the realist novelist; ~ore

importantly, perha s, he has a love for his characters a d

sympathetic un"erstanding of their needs and wants. oHhere in

Updike does one find the sort of disgusted or sneerinr 'ascination

that marks so much of the work of a writer like John 0' rae It

is almost as if Sinclair Lewis had been recast with a clearer,

firmer Grasp on his own ambivalence toward Main Street, DS and

indeed it is this very clarity wh i.ch is most striLing in U dike's

fiction, a powerful love of his characters an' a s athy for their

desires tempered (to the point of contradiction) by the knowled~e

that these desires, by which they define themselves, are worthless.
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What, however, happens to mitisate this recog ition is the intrusion

of the fluid Updike rose-style so that, even as the actions of 'he

characters repeatedly describe lives 01 intrinsic worthlessnes

and spiritual bankruptcy, the sheer brio, flash and brilliance of

the languaGe acts to, in sone way, redeem them throuGh the author's

quasi-sensual joy in "the word". 'rhus are the 0 posi te and

contradictory im1JUlses of Puritan moralist and sensualist held in

creative tension.

This, it must be said, does not conform to everyone's readi. 'of

Updike's contribution to the twentieth century. merica novel. Indeed,

there are those who find the conventional realist novel a redundant

form, arGuing its limitations of form and perspective as bein~

inadequate for contemporary com rehension of the world. Jerome

Klinkowitz, for example, areues that

Illf the world is absurd, if what passes for
reality is distressingly unreal, why spend
time representing it? Ph'sical, social and
political conditions may be a mess, and to
view them from one perspective, imposin' a
rational order, is an aesthetic mess; so Wlen
everything else has changed, inclu in- the
ways vie experience our world, should not the
novel change too?" ']0

However, when Updike renders social detail with such orderin~

specificity that it serves to define the sort of world in w~ich we

live (as he does most pointedly through the use of radio and t.v.

progr-ammes in Rabbit t Run and Rabbit Is Rich) then the read r Gains

something more than a mirror-image or representation of mo ern life,

gains an explanation of the prevailinu moral and aesthetic values.

As David Lodge has observed in a review of Couules: ItThe dcscri}Jtions

of Tarbox, its couples and their way of life.~. is exquisitely

rendered, so that we feel the charm, the allure of this way of life,

and also its weakness, its fragility. fI 1 '1

Klinkowitz~ remarks were in fact specifically aimed at John

Upd.i.ke who , along with Saul BeLLow is repeatedly accused of
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exercising a literary hegemony which the 'Disru.ti01i3ts',

LncLud.Ln, Kur t Vo nne.jut and Ronald Sukenick, are bent on destro "ing.

It is possible to appreciate Klinkowitz~ oint. Certainly Dellow

and Updike represent the best of wha t ma;/ LooseLv be t erued reaLast

wr i t i.n.,since 1;iorldViaI''Iwo, vihere, h01;ever, the di.rfe r is not so

much in the fact of Updike's Christianity as in ~is work' lack of

any judgemental moralism. To para hrase 1r. Bellow, he (and, for that

matter, Malamud and Patak) !lcome to the table wit a crou ier's

raxe ,!' ana wor-k "for the hous e" which, in this case is the houee of

an absolute and ordering morality.12 This is not tho c&se with

John Updike- for whom, beneath the glittering surfo.ce o: t le ~)roQe,

no such absolutes exist. Further! ore, this absence of abcolutes

from the world of his fiction seems to emanate Rrom a s ciiico.lly

Christian/post-Christian vi.ewpoLnt in which the validit· of mora L

precepts are recognized but set aside in the face of disuI'dering

and morally disabling existential fears. To par p rase crudely,

the post-Christian message seems to be one of absolution from

individual blame, as if to suggest that "when thin",s arc this awf uL

y ou cannot fault peop.Le for acting badly, eve \'lronC;ly." It is

precisely the extension of this sort of comprehensive "understan'· n .11

that led to the lionization of Jack HenI' bbot13 and prompted

Artur Samm.Ler! s damning condenma tion of the contemporary ten enc to

"change sin to sickness.,,14 None of w ich de t.r ac ts f rom U i1e's

Ii t er-ar: ability. It is not a matter of equating GOod. or bad

writing with being on the side of good or evil. It is a question of

seeing how the writer, in this case cle rly a mor-aL'Lv concerned

in~ividual, an enquirer into the form a_d n ture of contemporary

morality, deals with the subject in his depiction of oCietJ an ww
he deploys his (in this case, considerable) talents in ac ieving

this depiction.

Updike's fictional world hgs tended to be that of middle
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America, a_~ has been concerned with the stuff of such lives:

Marriage, divorc~ sex, work and suburban values. In essence, then,

his concerns have coincided with those of a ..:;enel"ation of 'I .uLp"

writers and the television soaps. Ar~uably this has cont:ibu cd

to his relative popularity with the ublic although it has certainly

prompted a good deal of criticism from t lose who object to a

perceived metaphysical smallness at the heart of suburban life.

However, one remarkable aspect of Updike's writinG has been the

way that, as with his depiction of social detail, he has been

able to reveal, in the 'average' lives of ap arentl, unrewarkable

people, the moral and spiritual conditions of our time. Thus, in

11Gesturing,il a short story dealing with the Haples' reparation, 0.

skyscraper described as !la beautiful disaster, famous becau.se it

was a disaster (glass kept falling from it) and disastrous because

it was beautiful ••• tr,15 becomes a meta hor for marital collapse

and divorce, beset as it is by damage, injury and litigation:

It w~s hideous. Heavily pIa ed and
chicken-wired tunnels, guarded by barking
policemen, protected pedestrians from falling
glass and the owners of the buildin', alreo.dy
millions in the hole, from more lawsuits.
Trestles and trucks jammed the cacophonous
area. The lower floors were solid plywood,
of a Stygian black; the building so lovel'
in air, had tangled mucky roots. 16

Furthermore, by an extrapolation of his own uarital disorder) ichard

Maple is able to uncover the kernel of moral paralysis and an

irremediable obsession with self grati_ication that portonus a

w Lde r social breakdovm in its abnegation of mor 1 res -0 sibility.17

Of course, as has been said, Updike has to e ha y knack of

being able to turn almost any observation into a metaphor, a reLark

which fairly sugGests his mental and verbal ftacility while unfairly

implying a certain intellectual slei rht of .and. vJhat, however,

this particular metaphor does underline is the peculiar absence

of a convincing trdivine" dimension in the contemporary vlOrld,

prompting the question of how it is that a man who ap arently



76

finds the hand 0 God GO central and ~ovin& in hi 1°own life U

so signally fails to demonstrate God's owerful benefic nce

in the worl of his fiction. Indeed, one lIlay ask Ov! it is that

religion, when mooted, seems so clearly i rclcv~~t or i~ atc t

in the face of the more ressins mat~ers of duil' life and how

to survive it. 'I'hi.e is not to su 'vest a 0.1tou-et er absorbdnr,

richness in the fabric of daily lif. In fact, en larGe, canteaporar r

suburban experLence SeelY1S more to be Cl1 rc.cterized --bla ched

anony lity than it does by an sense of ur ose or intrinsic value.

'l'hus,in the Habbi t novels the suburban "uni ts!' a brevre r, wh i.l,e

infinitely different in tiny etail, are, icLa.be ra teLy , made to

convey a sense of blald r etition, of beinG indisti guis able in

their true es elltials fror.!hua.dreds, t ousa ds or even ,illions of

others.

The America of Updike's fiction is cho..'ucterized by rivia, the

trivia described in the conversatio sci the towns eople at the close

of 'rIlePoorhouse Fair i the media trivia pum ed throu. h the no.tLor 's

televisions and radios and extensivel recorded in bot

and Rabbit Is Rich. The 'ruoti ienne' in ijJdi_e's ,merica is the

kind of anonymity that Piet and Foxy Hane la sli) into il their life

in Lexington, the kind of anaestletized, blank inertia that

c laracterizes Rabbit Angstro' and his father at the b Ginning of

Rabbit Redux. 'I'hey are "palefl and the atmosphere "bLar ched",

Rabbit's father is "a thin an \lith no excess eft to him, his face

washed empty by grievances •••" and ab it hi Gelf has "a weakness

verc;ing on anonymit .,,19 The 'exceptional' take tho form of a

disru)tion from this trancuil state, the rebellious search for a

deeper entity and individual ex resoion d scribed by t e kind of

struc;gle with society into w- ich rna y of U di e's protauonists find

themselves thrust. In essence this struccle takes t e form of n

at ternpt to impose a moral code on an a oral, even inlJ"oral,society.
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Fre\luently t hi.e struuule has a reliu"ious i ieris Lon as the charac ter

rcco,:_;nizcstle debilitation of ...eli0ion by the total .Y lIotller"

decands ° American societ wi:lic:is oftun char~cterized as a

pervasive poison: " •••this poiso o
HaS t1cir ni...tionullife,"

reflects Piet in CoupleB as he La.st ens to the CViS over the radio
1and there is no doubt that the "poisonous mush abr-oad i 1 the 1)10. et, 11

. l' ' . ch t f oun tai h d f b l'tv ana' i;lu+-, 1122 l'n E'llellouA,slS allierlca,~ a _oun-aln co. 0 ° sc • ~

eyes. For him ever -thine is t.a i.nt d y co tact wit 1 the U0~1: Kush,

as an ideJ.l of African purity is destroyed nd replaced 'or a cheap

and shoddy replica of American consumeri sm , 'l'he onLv I'Ja to live

in such et_ environment is to ab~n on all preten e or hu,~nity:

;I ••• man has r-eei.gned hinself to ei b the an i.maL 0' anLma Ls •••tt23

sUGGests Ellell~u in The COUD, thereb in~lyinJ a fullil lent of

~inoresees a new code

taking over the USA, a hz rsher co e wi t no huraarri t - in it, a code

\>lith"survival rules, rules for livinu" il the -esert,lI to be enac ed

by o. new breed of A nericans who will 11 nal;ethe as eLves hard clean

throuch. Like, oh, cockroaches. That's t'~ way to live in the

desert. Be a cockroach ••• once these :ids Get it tOGether ••• they'll

1. . ,,24lve on pOlson. Baldly stated, such a ni~htmare vision of

America may seem extreme and clearly it does not aLway s carry

authorial ap or-cva L but, nonetheless, it occurs f requently as an

image, often from the point of view of one who feels that the old

values are being torn down and not replaced b any thin and as

such is an all-too lausible interpretation of the contem orar

world.

What is palpably missinG f om the lives of these clar cters is

a sense of meaning or pur'ose, the sort of e~ning or urpose

traditionally supplied by religion ("hopefulness and a se se of

r-ewar-dbeyond the Lmme di at e•••,,25) and which Rabbit Angstrom and

Piet Hanema, in their reli,ious stumblings, feel that belief could
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supply for them. The overwhcluin~ fact of this belief is its

conservative literality, its dependence for the orce of its 10ral

values on the actualit of the Bible star, articularly witl

reference to Jesus' resurrection. T e ower and centrality 0

this actuality is expr-e s .e d by Upd i.l;e i the poem "ScVt,; 1 Stdlnas

At Easter,'1 from his earl collection, Telenhone Poles. In it he

firmly pins the utility and si3niiicance of the Church to the fact

of Jesus' resurrection and all t ~t act il~lies:

Make no mistake: if He rOGe at all
it was as lis bod,,;
if the cells' dissolution did not reverse,

he moLc cuL s
reknit, t e aQino acids rekindle,

the Church will fall.
It was not as the flowers,
each soft Sprin~ _Gcur cnt;
it was not as His Spirit in the louths and fuddled

e es of the eleven a ontles;
it was as His flesh; ours. 26

Challenged by seien tifie kno\iled~e and intellec tU2.1 'lue::; tio in[;,

there has been a tendenc eve amonG Church of ?n~land Bishops to

accept the arcument that the Bible has a symbolic rather th~ a

factual significance and that part of that si~nificanGe is its role

as metaphor, suggestin', throush parable and symbol, the necessity

of moral behaviour. For Updike this is not sufficient: without the

Guarantee of life after death then the whole business of the Ten

Commandments becomes a pointless exercise nd, in the crude

accountinG terminology that the hy~ercornpetitive Protestant work

ethic has always encouraged, there is no pro "it in it. It is a

point o£ view a~' inst which, lot sur~risin'ly, lis prota 'onists

Updike summarizes the difiicul ties wh i.ch beset Joey obin on (as they

also beset Rabbit AnGstrom and Piat Haneoa) by :uotins Sartre:

Consequently, when, in all honesty, I've
recognized that man is a beinE:;in whom
existence recedes essence, that he is
a free being who, in various circumstances,
can want only his freedom, I have at the
same time r~cognized that I can want only the
freedom of others. 27
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In short, there is a tension betwee: the reduc tive C;lb;_,urditywhich

encourages a selfish and anti-socio.l view of life and an altruistic

L,!l_)UIGew hi.ch seelcs to discover some moral bedrock of mutual concern.

Unfortunately, this bedrock is never touched, as is maue evident

throuGh the character of Con IeI', the poorhouse prefect in U~dike's

first novel. Conner represents those who wish to s~cularize

~elision and substitute an eart'l paradise for the heavenly onc.

However his v,lell-1.1eanin0but blunderinc actions only succeed in

robbins the inmates of their status as individuals and are

ultimately futile as Hook tells him:

~hen you get to be mv a~e and I shall
pray that you never do, I wish it on no
one, but if you do -- you shall know this:
There is no coodness, without belief.
There is nothing but busy-ness. And if
you have not believed, at the end of your
life you shall kn ow you have buriec your
talent in the ~round of this world and
~ve nothin saved, to take into the next. 28

This busy-ness which Hook detects in a n~n who is, in essence, offering

a secularized version of Christianity (he is "devout in the service
29of humanity ••• iI the narrator susbests) is nothing more than the

fear OL a man who is terrified both by death and the harsh

implications of life untamed by moral imperatives. t'We are mostly

monster. People speak of loving life. Life is a L1aniac in a

closed room,,,30 he tells Hook in an unguarded moment, justifying

Hook's assertion that "Yo ur- bitterness •.• is the wilful wor-k of
31your own heart. Tt This rather negative summa tion of the secular

principles and ideals of the caring comnunity (which has,

increasingly, replaced the spirit of religious brotherhood as the

dynamic of human compassion) is a constant in Updike's fictive world.

Ind ed Conner's contemporary counterpart can be found in the

character of Ed Parsley in The Witches Of Eastwick. Parsley is, 1n

a very literal sense, offering a secularized version of human

co~passion as he moves from the dubiously Christian religiosity of a
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minister in the Unita ian Church to bcco~e a putative revolutionary

in tiThe hovcment.'! As w i.t h Con er, fear and weakn ess e..rc the ke "notes

of his conversion, fear rat er th2n conviction the movin~ force
-'2behind his fliGht into the embrace of human frailty and 'busyne s.m~

Rabbit Angstrorn, similarly, is in fliGht. He runs in panic at

the thought of being nothing. lIeruns frO! the terrible fear of not

being special anci from the responsibility of havinJ to aSSUlne the

man tle of moraL judgment .ormerly worn by God and die tated by the

precepts of religion. Such demands are, for Rabbit as for pdike's

other characters, too heavy for the individual to bear on his own.

For Rabbit neither the secular 'social work' doctrines of the

Reverend Eccles or the fear-and-trust-God messaGe of the Lutheran

minister Kruppenbach serve to revive his fla0Ging belief in God:

Afraid, really afraid, he remembers what
once consoled him by seelllingto dake a
hold where he looked through into
underlying brightness, and lifts his
eyes to the church window. It is,
because of church poverty or the late
summer nights or just carelessness,
unlit, a dark circle in a stone facade. 33

The "testament to endure his dying •••1134 whi.ch Hook wanted to tell

Conner but could not remember is even further away from reclamation

at the end of Rabbit, un and very close to being completely lost.

This irretrievable loss seems to occur in Updike's fifth novel,

the death-haunted Couples, after which religion never again seriously

contends in Updike's battles of moral imperatives abainst transient

leasures. In Couples the language of death is particularly illl~ediate

and Piet Hanema r-epeatedly struggles to "shout down!' his fear of its

all-embracing power. Following the death of his parents, lIthe world
• ~ 1135wore a sllppery surlace... for Piet and as a consequence of this

early trauma there seem to be for him no inspiring certainties.

Throughout the novel death's face looms ever-larger before Piet as

he tries to come to terms with, successively, the death of his

friend John Ong, the Kennedy baby and John F. Kennedy himself.
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Even the death of his -au~hter'- pet hamster serves to focus

~t~ention on the awful and predatory nature of death. Sustaining

the chemical yrocesses of the ~reedy, cor~se-hun~ry earth he has,

pLacatin/;ly, In Couples the facts of life

are that the whole ex~erience of existence is a shoddy and irrational

proC85S of mov i.ng towa rd death: "i'e die. He don't die for one

second out there in the future, we die all the time, in every

direction. Every uea I v.e eat breaks down the enauel,!137 says Freddy

Thorne, actin~ out his role of chorus to the others' actions. This

anguish is exacerbated for Piet as he clines to a desire to reserve

some moral sense and impose an idea of urpose on life: early in the

novel He learn that IIPiet won ered what barred him from the ranks of
38CouraGe he suppo sed,!'those many blessed who believed in nothing.

He finds, however, that this courase is not sufficient to sustain

him, nor to provide him ~ith the s~iritual 8nerc' to struLgle

abalns~ the wa5hed-out e~ptiness of -he quotidian with its

diversionary pl.easur-es and amnesiac joys. Thus the conclusion to the

novel provides him with some measure of relief as, with the collapse

of the Church buildinb and, symbolically, of the Church as an

institution, Piet is able to relinquish the reins of moral purpose.

As an ac t flbeyond all blamins,,39 the burning of the Church

demonGtrates the impossibility of purpose and frees Piet from the

agony of choice between the spiritual, represented by his wife

Angela, and the earthly and temporal, by his mistress Foxy Whitman.

Piat's eventual choice of 'oxy reflects a wider and more general

social refusal to contem late or conceive of the ossibility of a

humanly inspired moralit-· and a dependence on the 'stick and carrot'

of eternal lite to provide and enforce a moral code.

Certain critics have described the conclusion to Couples as a

happy endinG and, inasmuch as it relieves Piet of the agony of decision,

it does offer him the hope of peace and tranquility for the rest
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of his life. At the saDe time he is forced to settle for the

anon~nity that so terrified Rabbit An~strom in the first two novels

but which he is willing to settle for in Rubbit Is Rich.40 As

Updike hac hi.:'6el£observed: "•••vrh en the church is burned Piet is

relieved of morality and cun c loose Foxy, r-but~ ••• with the

destruction of the church, the removal of his guilt, he becomes

With the loss of this significant, human,

dimension, a loss vrhi.ch charac tori.zea humanity in decline, Piet

retreats into an ever-deepening hedonism and eGocentrism. In

Rabbit Is Rich, for example, Harry AnGstrom has become, in uth's

words, ItA regul. r Brewer sharpie. A dealer. The kind of person you

used to hate •••1142 and is 'dilling to trade his youthful dreams of

personal fulfilment for the unreflective CODfort of suburban living.

Beset by a burgeoning sense of personal futility Rabbit busily

retreats into the absorbing joys of Daterialism in 0 der to rive

away his fears of a vast encircling darkness.

The ult i.ma te futility of 11busynesst!, of goodness without belief,

is demonstrated on the widest possible scale by the comprehensive

failure of the revolution in The Coup. Fired with revolutionary

enthusiam and idealistic verve Colonel Felix Ellello~ tries to

revolutiouize the perceptions and ideals of the African nation of

Kush throush his own br nd of T arxist-Islamic faith. Despite the

honourable intentiois of Ellello~ his efforts are doo~ed to failure,

not least because he attempts to manipUlate religion and make it

fulfil a secular, moral role. "What matters in a myth, a belief,

is, Does it fit the fae ts, as it were, backw, r-ds , Does it enable us
43to keep going, n he argue s to justify his use of reliGionto live,

for political and idealistic ends: 1tWhat is the result of these

incredible remors? Slaves lift their heads a fraction of an inch

higher. Is this enough result? It is. }othing less will produce

any result at all.,,44 It is not, however, enough for salvation.
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co.ncept c , not wort the striving and aru ui sh , as the peopl.e of

Kush Jrove by their enthusiasm for the tacky ~leo.sures of
.'\

consumerism, arid Ellellou emphasizes this by -eclinin r- a nart.yr 's

fate in favour of a colonel's pension in exile. In Updike's

fiction the facts can never be ~aae to fit buckwards: indeed there

is only one salient fact o.nd that is the fact of resurrection and

its im~licit promise of eternal life.

'The relative weakness of the Christian ethos in an essenti lly

post Christian era has been underlined in Updik 's more recelt

fiction, Dota~ly by the total inability of convention'l religion to

coun t er the ma ni.f'est ati.on of human evil (in truth not hi.ng more than

human frailty) as embo dLed , for example, in the witchcraft of

The ~Jitches Of Eastwick. Here, the impossibility of belief rompts

a search for alternative forms of cO~Jitment and faith. These

alternatives emerGe in a variety of guises, for instance Ed Parsley's

conversion to 'I'heMovement or Clyde Gabriel's quest for a universal

orderins princifle via the study of astronomy. That t ese are

ultimately unsatisfactory is sugGested by the tragic, self-induced,

deaths of both characters but they hold in comMon one element: a

search for purposive comnunity. Parsley manifestly requires from

The Movement a sense of communal objective and animus and similarly

Gabriel's efforts to read meaning- from the sky can be seen in terms

of a disquieting recognition of that existential solitude which is

the human condition. Perhaps the competitive and essentially self-

centred element implicit in the Protestant work ethic is, in some

way, responsible for this sense of divorce from the community as a

whole: certainly, nearly all of Updike's central figures are

characterized by an inability to relate to others. In some respects

perhaps this is a positive circumstance since many such characters

also possess genuine ualities and moral convictions w' ich set them
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above the rest and account for their (fruitleos) search for

man's 3:tJirituaL aimension. Even Skeeter, in Habbi t Redux, tal:es

on these lar~er qualities as, through U dike's images, he becomes

a powerful Christ fisure. However, the first such character,

Rabbit AnGstrom, is still the moet notable. "Honstrously

selfish,1IL~5in the wo rde of the Reverend Eccles, Rab oi t cannot

conceive of himself as beins in a . way connected to society at

Lar gc : life vro ndere , is it just these people 1'.1 outside, or is it
. ,_. L~6all Amerlca!" At the same time he possesses a quasi-heroic

quality, a determination not to surrender his signi'icance as a

person that attrac t s Ruth to him: II ••• you haven't Liven up. In
4"your stupid \Jay you're still fiGhtinG," ( she sa s when he asks what

it is she likes about him. Indeed, despite his clearly failing

belief in man's exceptionalism and his almost total abandonment of

a sense of quest, this positive attitud still lingers in Harry

AnGstrom in Rabbit Is Rich. As Thelma arrison tells him: !lyou

believe in peop.l.eso •••• You're just terribly generous • You're so

Grateful to be anywhere •••• Its vrond erf u.L, You're so glad to be
48aLi.ves " In many Hays Rabbit must be compared to Bernard r,alamud's

Hoy Hobbs: both are star players who fail to recognize the team

nature of their particular sports; both, in the end, are 0nga ed on

unworthy quests. However, for Rabbit there is no ~uestion of

regeneration, -uth is no Iris Lemon, and ultimately Rabbit is

engaged in a flight he knows to be futile.

In ex&ctly the same way as Rabbit is trap ed inside himself,

gazing out uncomprehendingly at the rest of the world, so the

majority of Updike's protagonists protest or display a similar

inability to project their humanity onto others. When Eccles appeal~

to Rabbit to think of the suffering he is causing his w i f e , Janice,

Rabbit only replies: "tvell, I'm not going back to that fatal little

dope no matter how sorry you feel for her. I don't know whet she
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T~ 0.t ' s all I have, 1149 and even t.we nty j' ears La tel' co t.h Nelson and

Ruth are able to regeat this char~e of selfishness.50 Similarly,

Peter Caldwell in The Centaur and Skeeter in Rabbit edux are

c orinect ed by an ina,se of imprisonment in the self. flYou're just so

wrapped up in your own skin you have 0 idea what other people

f 1 1151ee , Penny tells Peter and this sentinent is closely echoed

by S~eeter when he explains his selfish actions in allowing Jill to

di.e: llEverybody stuck inside his own ak.i.n, mit;ht as we Ll.uake

himself at home there, That this is an abiding and

unresolved problem in Updike's fiction becomes obviou in The Coup,

in vih.i ch Colonel Bllelloti.expresses his compul.sive private vision

of African dignity and independence through the nation of Kush.

\ith sinsle minded insensitivity Ellellou supervises the near total

debilitation of a potentially wealthy nation.53 In a way EllelloG

is Kue h and his failure to respond to the needs and want s of the

people in his charge, although altruisticall ins. ired, is the most

extreme and fanatical examp.l.eof this failure of commun i cation and

human understanding which permeates Upd~-e's fiction.

Clearly Updike is aware of the dangers implicit in such

dissociation and, indeed, it is part of that contradictory IIYes,

but!' tension which fuels his work. Furthermore, in contrast to the

apparently conscienceless ~estures of Kerouac's or Burroughs'

characters, with Updike there is a willing admission of the

significance of the characters' selfish actions for others and, in

the words of 'l'onyTanner, he "mana ges to show with a fair degree of

impartiality and insight the damage done to society when the

insurrectionary self refuses
, 0bolOtO ,,54imposea respons~ ~ ~ ~es.

the bondage of its undertaken and

y nineteen-seventy Rabbit Angstrom

himself has recognized the threat that this 'insurrectionary self'

poses to society and atteE1pts to lessen the threat by armin[:;
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himself with hawkish attitudes supportive of the otatus quo.

Nevertheless, society continues to break down as more people become

ciisaffccted and cOnlmitted to a purely selfish fulfilment:

!1Everybody nov! is li1:e the Viar I used to be, 1,55 Rabbit tells his

wife's lover, Charlie stavros. L1 fact, i{aboit's attempt to shore

up a collapsine society in Redux is as futile as his attempt to evade

its constraints in Rabbit, un. As Josephine Hendi has pointed out:

"At thirty-six, a hard workins Iinotyper, Rabbit would seem to have

become his father. But it is no lonGer possible to live his father's
c6life. n_) Habbi t is left i ipot.o nt and riddled with 2,'uilt by the end

of the second book, nearl- destroyed by the attempt to maintain a

responsible attitude to society and by ignoring repeate advice to

"r eason out r r d ~~ ]\1' O 'I'o you, you're ITU.l".l,'··"rOne •••• 1157. c:.;:,' 1.-\,a1'.s.Lrom umoer ne. ' ~ '-'-"

Indeed, this tension between social responsibility and personal

fulfilment is still with Harry, albeit in a more muted form, in

because f11~abbit

Thus, he attempts to wash his hands of his son
c' 8

has decided to live for himself,"_) but responds to
Rabbit Is Hich.

the suggestion th. t "The boy's life is his, you live your own ,!' by

saying, f1'rhat's wha t I've been telling myself. But it feels like a
'-9copout.ll:J

Two characters who attempt to make themselves subservient to

society are George Caldwell in The Centaur and Joey Robinson in

Of The Farm. There are certain other similarities between them, both

have connections with small farms near Olin~er, one is a school

teacher, the other the son of a very similar school teacher and there

is clearly an autobiogra9hical element to both. That Updike regards

Conner, the misguided 0arden in The Poorhouse Fair, as a preliminary

study for Caldwell is an indication that the author is not altogether

sympathetic to the latter character and this is underlined by the

futility of Caldwell's campaign of self-debasement, demonstrated in

the ineffectiveness of his actions. Despite David M. Myers'
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;'"u.iilyI!to pur-e ue the joy vrh i.ch will unite 1Ii;.,',)i't h od ,1,60 there

is little evidence to sucsest that anyone, least of all Caldwell's

s on Pe tel', (VJ11O descri.bes himself depr-ecatin.:;,lyas f1an aut.hentic

second-rate abstract expres~ionist livi.g in an East Twent- -third

street loft with a Ncbro rilistress•••1I)61 benefits fran the teacher's

actions. In any case these bouts of self-effaceBent which Caldwell

under;oes are subsequently violently rejected by Caldwell himself in

verbal aSEaults on both himself and others. Thus, when Geor~e

considers his mother he speaks adnirinc;ly of her 0.5 a !1super-woman"

in one breath and in the next he s ys that she "made life a hell on

earth for him [Caldwell's father]. 62She ate that lila1 raw.'!

Similarly, "the awf ul.Ly nice ,_;·entle ..ian ••• " Calrl\-Jellmeets in the

hotel lobby rapidly becomes the kind II tha t would. wa Lk over your dead

booy to Grab a nickel. That's the kind of bastard I've done business

with all ny life: they're too smart for 6-'me." :J These exhibitions of

.i.mpot.ence and frustra .i on demonstrate not only that submission to

the notion of common good is damaging to the in ividual but also

betrays the intrinsically egocentric nature of man: a nature so

strong it cannot be contained.

Indeed, Upd i.ke often makes man's situation appear so wretched

that one wonders how Howard Harper was able to sugGest, in the

conclusion to a study which included both Bellow and Updike, that

modern AraerLcan fiction shows t ha t man !'co.nserve in the heaven of

social stability or reign in the hell of freedom. But only in this

see,-;1inghell can he find significance and salvation. ,,64 That

Updike's men ultimately prefer the hell of freedom is indisputable

but they can hardly be thought to "reLgn" in it. Rather, like the

young Rabbit rngstrom, they find it an inhospitable environment.

lJeither can it be said that any of Updike's characters find

significance or salvation in such freedom. They are more likely,
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as in the c~ses of Pict Ianema and Felix Ellello~, to be forced

to surrender all pretensions to a noral or sociall' conscious

dimension in favou_ of some anaesthetized existence far renoved

from such crucial but debilitatins concerlS.

What emerges, powerfully and repeatedly, is a covert

recognition of ~an's failure to find siGnificance, order or ncaning

in life, overlayered by a :reoccupation with phenonena, the sensual

play of recownition and naminG. Thus, if life does not culminate

in the joy of Christian salvatioIl then at least it contains the

mitiGating joys of experience: a state of affairs which extends

beyond the characters' enthusiasm for illicit sex or the diverting

trivia of a materialistic society to include the author's stylistic

approach to his material. Tine and a~ain tragic recoGnition is

averted, swept aside, by the textural richness of the prose which

allows the reader quietly to abandon concern for a state of

spiritual desperation in favour of a less disturbing appreciation

of the narrator's evocative verbal precision. For example, when

Rabbit AnGstrom takes refu3e in Eccles' rectory, once again in

flicht from the realities of his adult life,

He uses the bathroom stealthily and in
underclothes curls up between the
rustling clean sheets, making the smallest
possible volume of himself. Thus curled
near one edge , he draws backwa.r d in to eLeeo
like a turtle drawing into his shell.
Sleep this niGht is not a dark haunted
dOJain the mind must consciously set
itself to invade, but a cave inside
himself, into which he shrinks while the
clw{s of the bear rattle like rain outside. 65

However, the following day opens with an exhibition of lyric

opulence that dispels the forceful edge of fear and incipient

breakdown with its calm, comforting domestic fariliarity:

Sunshine, the old clown, rims the room.
Two pi_k chairs flank the gauze-filled
window buttered with light that smears
a writing desk furry with envelope-ends.
Above the desle is a picture of a lady
in pink step 'ing to'i·iara.you. A woman's
voice is tap-ing the door. 'Mr. Angstrom.
Br. Ansstrom.' 66
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Hn uxistential terror is b~nishcd, not by the triumph of purpose

or the assertion of reli~ious belief but in a welter of triurupha tly

showy im'-l(_;esaridmetaphors. Perhapa , as Joyce Carol Oates has

su::.;c:;ested,vri t h Updike lithe act of wr i.ti.ng itself, th free lovely

epontaneous play of the iL1a,;irat i.on is salvation of a kind. Does

the artist require anythinG further?1I67 Nonetheless, it is very

difficult to avoid the sus~icion that such salvation, whatever its

merits, stands as a not altoGether successful substitute for some

larLer salvation and operates in a way that seeks to mute a profound

sense 01 despair arising out of the absence of this lar0er salvation.

Thus, in Rabbit Is Rich, the chaotic, inarticulable fury which

leads Nelson to attempt to crash and ~estroy the automobiles in his

father's garage is translated into an eerie appreciation of the

beauty of the tanbled wreckage and the power of destruction:

•.. a roar of speed slam metal into metal.
That black e;nashing cuts throUGh the red.
Rabbit turns around and sees Nelson
backing off for a second go. S all arts
are still settling, tinkling in the
sunshine. He thinks the boy might now aim
to crush him against the door where he is
paralyzed but that is not the case. The
Royale rams again into the side of the
Mercury, which lifts up on two wheels.
The pale green fender collapses enough
to explode the headlicht; the lens ri~
flies free.
Seeing the collision coming, Harry ex.ected
it to happen in slow motion, like on
television, but instead it happened comically
fast, like two dogs tangling and then
thinking better of it. The Royale's
motor dies. Through t~e windshield's
granular fracture Nelson's face looks
distorted, twisted by tears, twisted saIl.
Rabbit feels a wooden sort of choked
hilarity rising within him as he contemplates
the damage. Pieces of glass finer than
pebbles, bright grit, on the asphalt.
Shadows on the broad skins of metal where
shadows were not designed to be. The
boy's short haircut looking,like a round
brush as he bends his face to the wheel
sobbing. The whisper of Sunday traffic
continuing from the other side of the
building. These stran 'e awkwar-d blobs of
joy bobbing in Harry's chest. Oh what a
feeling. 68



90

In i3l_,iteof the jo , both lexical e.nd emotional, wh i.c h Ilodi.ko

invests in the evisode the underlyin~ emotion, the une:~,ressed

motive of the incident, is surely desl,erute raSe: as both futher

~nd son find themselves provoked beyond reconciliation by the

impossibility of their situation. Recountinc the event later

Rabbit renur-ks hOH I!I could take him into ny arrns, I haven't felt

GO close to Nelson si~ce he was about but the o)_?ortunity

is passed up, hostilities resume , the enotional damage of the

episode only intensifies their separate miseries and mutual

estranc:ement. The i1beautyllof this incident is, in truth, a

terrible beauty, a fascinated report of the powers of anber

momen tar i ly unleashed and ye t Updil;;:evrr aps and Glosses it in

.scintillating prose, disarms its fury w i th the ,~oetic r orce of

description. As Geor~e Steiner has sU3Lcsted, too often in Updike's

'\':ritinglithe letter bullies the GlOirit!!of the , ' 70
11~-/""~ -r-l\' e_o..J.. .L ea, v I •

One area in which this sort of ifcompensatory salvation," an

absorption with describing the -hysical world of phenonena and

sensation, seems particularly prevalent is in the narration ef

sexual rel~tionships, the frankness and sensuality of which has,from

Couples on, become an almost necessary ch"racteristic of Updike's

fiction. The aura of obsessive sexual concern which elllanatesfrom

these books has two sources: one is the persistent verbal aSGrandizement

which accompanies Updike's descriptions of sexual activity, the other

an impulse from within the characters which seems to equate or

replace spiritual and religious significance with the iWJersive

pleasures of sexual congress.

The question of style has proved particularly problematic for a

number of critics. For instance, in her review of Couples Elizabeth

Dalton complains of the

"excessive cleverness [1:1hich]afflicts the
treatment of feeling and action. The
characters, even the ones who did not go to
college, think and speak about themselves
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with the det~chment and sophistication of
an analyst with a patient. Their dee Jest
motives aro articulated so consta tl' that
insiGht CODes to seem fac:Lle and I~iO·_Ot0110U.S.1I71

T_ere is sODethin~ in this. Clearly, for all his efforts to render

the naIl of lives f211'removed frau that of a hiGhl' educated, uri.d d.Le

i).i;e(~ Ju:::.ericannovelist, Updi.ke does tend to load his charac t ers

with perceptions an~ sensibilities more appropriate to such a

Hriter than to a carpenter, a car sc:.lesLlanor an animator of

t l .. . 1 72e_eV1Slon com~erCla s. Furthermore, the effect of thi5 sort of

assrandizenent is occasionally bat etic as even the most perfunctory

grope becomes invested with the vocabulary of a transcendent lyric

vision. 1'101'ecentral, however , are t he 1?rotac,onists' j.ercLs t nt

efforts to use sex as a substitute for reliGious spirituality. It

is a vision which, perhaps ironically echoed in the descriptions

of such encowlters, conDonts pointedly on the nature of the

charac ters and their percep t i on of their own huma n.ity. As Freddy

Thorne announces in Couples:

I believe there are trabic thin~s and
COQic thin~s. The trouble is, da~n near
everything, from the yellow stars on in
to the yummy little saprophytes sub-
dividing inside your mouth, are tragic.
Now look at that fire our penny-pinching
hosts broke up to save a nickel. Tragic,
Listen to the wind. Very tragic. OK,
so what's not tragic? In the western
world there are only two comical things:
the Christian church and naked women.
vIe don't have lenin so that's it.
Everything else tells us we're dead. 73

In the second half of the t.wen tLe t.h century, "this ha zy late age of

declining doctrine,n74 naked wonen are not only more attractive than

stern, self-denying religious morality but also more available.

They are a more viable and comfortin~ alternative to that death

recognition which prompted Bobert Detweiler to observe that

"Angela's comme n t that 'Piet spends all his energy defying death'

reveals the desper-ate impulse behind iuc h of his lust. II75
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Given the o.uthor's rolibious cast of mind it is Hot entirely

sur-pri.si.ng to discover tho.t reli0ious concerns are re~'rouuced,

r..Lrr or ed , in hi s characters' sexual reLa ti.onsni.pa, One exa~~ll)leof

this is the trianuular relationship of An~ela and Piet lianema and

Foxy "jhit::lan• Piet perceives his iliarriClG8to nc:ela (whose name

has obvious symbolic overtones) in specifically reli~ious terms,

regardinc be i.ngwith her as "heaven!1 and f eeLi.ng that to lose her

wo u.Ld amo un t to be i ng Ii damn ed eternally. tl 'I'h e spiritual L tensi ty

of the xarital bond is reflected in harry ~e, where Ruth and Jerry's

m~rriase has lithe stu:9id solidity of an unattended church •••,,76 and

Ruth continues to fiGllt for her husband's riGhts after he has

, . d . t 1 h II h i ~ t t l ; 1177o eca eo. '0 eave ie r : •••she wa s a s W:LIe . 0 ne enu. Similar

beL'i.ef s are voiced in the stor rlGesturin.;,II wh ere the HajJlcs'

marriage, for all its faults, seems to transc nd their extra-marital

relationships: 11•••these lovers however we love t·em, are not us,

are not sacred as reality is sacred. V'le
M8are reality.ll( Even the

Reverelld Thomas Marshfield seems to find some vesti~e of transcendent

strength in his marriage; far from it being destroyed b' his affair

viith Alic ia it is Alicia who is broken, trapped betwe en IIthe matching

jaHs of a heart breaker.n79

Nonetheless the spiritual pOHer with which these fictions invest

marriage would appear to be waning. The remark made in Marry Me to

the effect that llany romance which does not end in marria"e fails,n80

is contradicted by the image of marriage as a collapsin skyscraper

in liGesturing1!and, in the Fore',cardto the collected stories of the

I!Iaples'marriage, Your Lover Just Called, Updike seCJ~!Spre ared to

surrender the belief that marriages are somehow made in heaven when

he adm.i,ts: ltrrhat a marriage ends is less than ideal; but all t h.Lngs

end under heaven, and if temporality is held to be invalida tLn srthen
1nothing real succeeds .11 Damningly, Clyde Gabriel, in The \itches

Of EastHick, observes that ltHarriage is like two people locked
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up '.'iith one lesson to read, over a dover, until the word s

b e c oin e na dne s s , 11
82 As paike's heroes find the burden of

spirituality too [,Te&t to bear they turn to more earthly, eo.rtby

women. Foxy tlhitman, Sally Mathias, Ms.Prynne in A Month Of Sundays,

even nuth in }{abbi~ Run or Peg..;yFor snac t in Habbit Redux re resent

their choices of purely physical, sexual fulfilment over the

spiritual fulfilment which is nearly impossible to attain: a state

of affairs most pointedly recounted in Piet's physical relationship

with An~ela but repeatedly depicted in other books. One reason for

this choice is that, as Josephine Rendin has sugoested, successful

sex offers the male a return of the power and significance which

seems to have disappe&red or been withheld from him in virtually

every other sphere of life. For example, ~abbit Is ~ich abounds with

exc:u,:plesof female powe r and ma I,eweakness. It is the \'IODenin the

SprinGer/Angstrom household Nho bo.ttle and make the vital decisions

while the men wait, more or less passively, to be controlled.

Harry gets the feeling that Nelson is being mani ulated by the
Cl3

"lOmen at his wedding, that If'I'hey'reselling him down the river,nO

and the same weakness, or lack of control, is true of Harry's life.

lI'iJhat'reyou goin;::.;to do when you run out of wome n to tell you what

to do?!! Harry asks Nelson, I1Sane thing you'll do.
84Drop dead,fl

replies his son, indicating the extend to which men's lives are

run by wonen. It is only in sex that Harry feels a return of the

strenc:;thand drive associated \'lith"maleness." He feels replenished,

once more the conqueror, after I!fucking Thelma up the ass ••• 11
85 and

sex is repeatedly seen in terms of conflict, is drawn, as in the

episode w her-e they make love among the I rugerrands, in terms of

wealth and power. In as early a work as The poorhouse Fair the

challenge to the concept of natural male superiority was conceived

of as a threat to the moral well-being of society:
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Hook had a v~ry clear in er ap~rehension
of w ha t virtue VICl.S: 'n aus t eri.ty of the
hun t, a uanliness fr om wh i.ch corne s all
life, so that it can be written that the
woman takes hor life from the man. As
the Indian once served the elusive deer
he hunted, hlen once served invisible Loals,
and Grew hard in such services and pursuit,
and lent their society an inJispeusable
temper. Impotent to provide this
temperinG salt, len would sink Lowe r' than
women, as indeed they had. Women are
heroes of dead lands. 86

Even thoui)lthat fi:cst novel \'/e_s intended purely as !la caricature

~, • 1 '1187th " f t l ,01 con~eDporary aecauence, ~ e lillQlnenCe0 nls 'disastrous'

loss of male signii'cance has subse~uently become more real for

Updike and has played an increasingly important -art in his fiction.

In a relatively early w o.rk , Of 'The Farm, women occupy dorri.n, n t

positions, as wife and mother battle for control over Joey Robinson.

In this context the chilulike appellation 'Joey' given to a man

well into his thirties is not without siGnificance. By the nineteen

seventies Henry ech felt himself to be Hi tnessin,; IIthe triumph of the

clitoral, after three thousand years of phallic hegemony,1188 a remark

anplified by the Reverend -lar-ahfLeLd ' s oxcLama tion: 1IHm" superb to
OcDe a woman. 11U:1 It is superb, however, only in a world devoid of a

moral force and integrity, a VJorld given over only to sensual

6ratification. With EllelloO,s surrender at the conclusion of

'l'heCoup, the reader is left with the suspicion that the fears voiced

by Hook have become a reality. As the Colonel contemplates the

w orLd that a'tJaitshis children he reflects how liThe Pa6ans pray to

females. It gladdens the writer's heart to contem~late the future

of his girls. The boys, he worries about. He fears they may

fall, civilian casualties in the war of muchness that is certain to
00overtake the planet.I1" It is a suspicion confir ned by the almost

total domination of men by women in Updike's latest work, The Witches

Of Eastwick. This is a dominance characterized by the unifor and

absolute sexual inadequacy of the men, who emerge as rather pathetic
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be.inge , ha 'eleiSsl:yunequa L to the maL,ic&1,··'.o'l1Crfulkn oiLed,e of

Korie t heLesa , in a successful sexual r-eLct i.onahi.p i..aLe lJo\'leria

returned and it is the possibility of this power rather than the

qu~lities of the individual which m~kes the _elationship att~active.

Thus, Joey Robinson felt h.i.ms eLf "in uanLJer of sfllOtherin1_,••• 11
91 in

his first m~rri~Ge and retrsated into the relative safety of a

second E1Clrri""l;eto PeuGY, '.!ith\0110.1 III skim, I i_;lide,I am free •••• 1192

This is overwhelmingly because she bolsters his failin~ sense of

manhood, speakin~ ap~rovingly of th~ way in

Its Likewise, Piet Hanema is, at least

in part, aroused by Foxy's being ~regnant; her fecundit· a

de~onstration of her susceptibility to male potency and, in Marr' ~e,

Sally's readiness to surre luer herself as an inde~e~dent entity has

the effect of ;;iakingthe nan significant. As she tells her lov r t s

v,ife:I'I can't justify myseLf to you. It's not up to us, Ru t h,

Jerry's the man. I'm his if he wants me. But he has to be wo.n
94enouLh to cowe for me.Tt Indeed this return of sibnificance recurs

in the extra-marital relationships, even if it is only at the level

of reninding the participants they are alive and Jroviding them with

a hint of excitement 11in a world as docilely cramme d as an elevator

ascending after lunchtime.tT95 An attitude which reduces the

relationships to a search for excitement imilar to the thrill that

Jerry and Sally bet from drinking wine out of a broken bottle and one

equally as facile.

Ultimately the significance of sexual relationships is that sex

offers an escape from, or even an alternative to~ the lost ower of

religion. The connection is m&de, for instance, in tle following

passa~e from Rabbit Is Hich as Harry An~strom, leafing throu~h

backnumbers of Playboy and Penthouse, ponders upon lithe Constitutional

triumph of 0 en Oe0.ver•••fi identifying in that Ilblood-flushed nether



world, scarcely pretty, an ultimate which Jet ~cts as a barrier to

some secr-et beyond, \lithin, ~,till undisclosed ••••I!96 'l'he

~arallel inG of sex and religion is quite ex~licit: both offer a

hope of transcendin6 that barrier of ueath in order to im)ose SOBe

Beaning u~on an otherwise puzzling, in-eed absurd, existence. Sex

at the very least, a place to from the implications of

man's reduced status and ex~ectations in a world without God. Thus,

in !fA 'l'asteOf l-letaL;" Pichard l-lap.l.e, beset bv iL,aC;esof aoinlS,

dying and disaster, shelters behind a fU0ble with a sexy divorcee

in the wreckage of his crashed car and in Couples Fiet Ranema fends

off his horror of dee.t h by thi.nk.i ng about previous sexual c onqueata ,

t.ne reby enabling hi.niseLf to lire-enter the illusion of s<..:curitythat

°7is life's ante-chamber. 11./ In an aGe w hi.ch acknowled.,"cs the

illusory nature of such security, which increasi: ~ly recognizes

the futility of the human condition (in Fiet's ,'lOrds!Ithewast e"

of a life which ends in death), any palliative is acceptable. As

John Lennon sanb, in what may yet be recoGnized as an anthem for

the era, 1I\'lhatever Gets you through the nigh t/16 alright."

In a w orLd ,_;ivenover to such existential amnesia and

diversionary self-Gratification, the notions of self denial,

~ostponed ~ratification and other, similar, Frote~tant virtues

become a bsurd, It is, however, consistent with the animus of moral

enquiry which informs Updike's writing that none of his protauonists

can, successfully or easily, jettison their noral and spiritual

bagsage. True to the sp.i.rLt of "Yes, bu t " which the novelist

identified as central to his themes, there remains a certain

relish for Doral strinGency and the value of human sufferins; there

exists a residual objection to the culture of unrestrained ~elf-

~ratification. In interview, for instance, Updike has offered the
following qualification to the "ha p;/I ending of Couples:
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••• 0. person wrio has wu~t he wunts, a satisfied
?e~son, a content person, ceases to be a
person .... I feel that to be a person is to be
in a situation of tension, is to be in a
dialecticul situatio. A truly aJju8te
~erson is not a person at all -- 'ust an
animal vri.t h clothes on or a stati.stic. 98

Furthermore, occasional lashes of ironic moral observation illuninate

the ap;arently morally neutral position of Updike's unusually

w i t hdrawn aarration with a r-e cogna t i.on of distaste and disquiet

mor e common to John Cheever. For exar.pLe , in the middle of a

descri~tion of a bathing ~arty foursome at Darryl Van Horne's the

decadence anu artificiality of the scene is suddenly, tellinsly,

pointed up by tIL comparison of Van Horne's penis to 11 one 0 f those

vanilla plastic vibrators that have appe red in city drugstore

display windows now that the revolution is on and the sky is the
00

L'i.m.i, t ,Ii.-':/ Indeed there is even s ome t ins of Saul Bc LLow 's Artur

Sammler in Ruth Connant's assertion (in Harry He) that "we all 1:Jant

a fancy price, just for '100existing. Ii

'owever, such strenGth of moral commitment is more stronGly

voiced in the early books. In The Poorhouse Fair, for exan'le,

Hook insists that the expectation of pleasure has become far too

great in the modern world and confounds Conler's contention that

I'all suffering comes upon the individual uninvited, and it all

interferes \'lithhis fulfillment,!! by are:;uingthat Trfar from

0p'osing the existence of virtues, suffering provides the opportunity
• , • 11101 It· .. 1 0 , b 1for l~S exerClse. lS an oplnlon a so expressea oy Kruppen ac~

in Rabbit, Run, when the Lutheran minister attacks the Reverend

Eccles for his social ~eddling. Kruppenbach insists that it is a

£riest's job only to give his parishioners a spiritual lead:

If Gatt wants to end misery
He'll declare the Kingdom now ••••
How big do you think your little
friends look among the billions
that God sees? In B00bay now
they die in the streets every
minute •••• In running back and
forth you run from the duty
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f ai,th po,Jerful, se wheri the call
cones ~'01). can (;0 out and tell them,
IIYes, he is dead , but y ou wi.Ll.
see hi~ aGain in Heaven. Yes,
you suffer, but ,you r.us t love your
pain, because it is Christ's pa.i.n;!' 102

Uowever, even at this early sta~e there is some sense of the ace's

religious ambivalence. The faith in sufferinL's positive values,

which see8S Gubstnntially shaken by the time of '1'heCoup,

has alre~dy been weakened since the convictions expressed by Hook

in the first novel. At least Hook is a si~nificant figure in

'l'hePoorhouse Fair, provLdi.n.,an ac tive and vigorous oppo sLt Lon to

what he perceives to be the erosion of virtue and value in society.

Kru~penbach by contrast (despite his deliberate introduction into

Babbit, Run to malce the ei ng.Le, ape cLfLc poi.nt about ruan t s hum i.Li.ty

and the necessity of accepting sufferinG) is completely extraneous

to the ~ction or the resolution of the novel. In spite of Ro.buit's

uanifest need for reliGious support of an essentially ascetic

nature Krup~enbach, although the family priest, is never considered

as a source of help nor does he offer any support and, in the end,

is seen to be even less relevant to Rabbit's predicament than is

Eccles.

In these circumstances, then, it is interesting to note how, on

sever",l occc.sLoris, John Updike nas flirted with the idea of

inLroducing into his predominantly Protestant communities Jewish

characters who are otentially strong moral arbiters. Henry Bech,

Ben Saltz and even Mendelssohn, Conner's predecessor as Warden in

The Poorhouse Fair, are examples of this. Bech is particularly

important in that the book, as an entity, followed Couples in which

Piet Hanena's religious collapse is chronicled. In Couples, with

Fiet laneme's retre t into a painless anonymity, there was an

apparent end to any serious convictions about the good of suffering.

The descriptions which attend Ben's release from the mire and
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Lnt rLjuc s of 'i'arboxseeL, ar t Lcul.ai 1 - elevo..ntto the moun t i.hg

~roblems of conriction which were cOlfrontin~ Piat ilanena and,

inde~d, have continued to co~front Updil~e's prota~onists: he was

a man who tlhad touched bottom and found himself at rest, s fe, 11
103

a nan "vri. th a life that had t uly broken 1OL~
t.hr-o ugh ;!' SurelT an

.i.nv esti;_;ation of such a man mi~ht Leu d to a more pr orm si n, ,L ea

than the anonymous suburbs of Lexin~ton in which Piat eventually

c hooses to .i.m.ner-ee li:o~salf. Such s eculation is ;_;iven0rea ter

cur r-ency by Ben .;)alt z's cLosi.ng remark to Paet , "you're down now •••

and its a pity you're not a Jew, bec~use the fact is, ever; Jew

expe cts to be down s ome t i.nes in his life, .md he has a phi Loscphy

for ·0'- 11105l. v •

'rhus, in one ltJay,lle nr-y Bech nri ght e seen as an attempt, on

UpdiKe's part, to render a ffiore~ulsome and nore positive version of

the human condition. There is, however, about lienr Bech a

teasing acbivalence, an eleccnt of incefinition, that makes it

difficult to establish Updike's intention with the c ~racter. For

instance some critics, like Mordecai Richler,106 have seen him as

a not altosether friendly larody of the schlemiel while others,

like Ruth Wisse, have argued that his creation brings into

question the continued validity of the I'twin themes of marginality

and victimization, which :ave come to be associated in western

Li.tera ture with the Jew ••• even the goy has the f or-mu La , so
-107enough already. 11

For his O\\1npar-tUpdike also appe ars unc Lecr about his

intentions with Bech, seemingly wishing to mace him the vehicle

for some unchnracteristically stern moral statements even as he

uses the character as an opportunity to indulge in an equall

uncharacteristic (and somewhat unconvincing) jokiness. Certainly

Bech exhibits a stern moral u lity that distin uishes hi _ from

Updike's usual Protestant protagonists, being imbued with a
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tendeliCY to make indi~nant outbursts asainst perceived declining

standards which in some way call u~on his Jewiohness. For instance,

he feels able, as does Bellow's Moses Ucrzou' to a~peal to a set of

st~ndards learned in childhooo, to recall his experiences in a

"predomino.ntly Je·,·d.shl'neiL:hbourhood in an at t enp t to [jet some

perspective on contemporary values.

The brownstone nei~hbourhoods that
supplied students to tho school were
in those years still middle-class,
if by middle-class is understood not
a lovel of poverty (unlike toda"s
poor, they had no cars, no credit and
delivery ar-rangciuerrt s with the liquor
store) but of self-esteem. Immersed
in the Great Dspression, they had
kept their fanilies tOt;etner, kept
their feet f~om touchin6 bottoD, and
kept their faith in the future --
their children's future more than their
own. These children brought a Ciddy
relief into the sanctum of the school
building, relief that the world, or
at least this brick cube carved from
it, had survived another day. How
fragile the world felt to them! -- as
fragile as it seems sturdy to today's
children, who wisl to destroy it. 108

Moreover, it is only through recourse to the language of the old

country, Yiddish, that Bech finds the vocabulary to summarize his

attitude to the new world he inhabits.

Both rising writers came up to Bech
and in all sincerity said how much
they had adored Think Big.
III just wished it was even longer,"

Lucy said in her lazy, nasal voice.
!IIwished it was even dirtier,tI

Seth said, snorting in self-a reciation.
"1\-1, shucks," said Bech, Loving

his colleagues for their alabaster
attire and for having like him climbed
by sheer desperate wits and acquired
typing skill up out of the dreary
quoticiian into this apartment on high,
he nevertheless kept dodging Glances
between their shoulders to see if his
new friend in her nightie and wig were
ap roaching to carry him off. The
piano and harp, running out of white,
had turned to "Red Sails in the Sunset'!
and then "Blue Skies." Radiant America;
were else but here? Still, Bech,
sifting the gathering with his inspired
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Gaze, was not ~uite satisfied. Another
word occurred to hi 1. Treyf, he thou~ht.
Unclean. 109

Despite these dctercincd efforts to root bech within a recoDizable

contemporary mo6e of ~ew York Jewish fictional )rota~onists, not

everyone has been convinced by Bech's protes-ations o' Jewishness.

Cynthia Ozick, for instance, has suggested that Henry Bech has no

real existence as a Jew

because he h&s not been imaGined. Bech-
as-Jew is a switch on a librarv com~uter.
What passes for Bech-as-Jew is an
Appropriate ~eference Hachine, crarrkcd
on whenever Updike reminds himself that
he is obliued to produce a socioloGical
symptom: crank, gnash, and out flies an
inverted sentench. 110

Indeed it is hard to escape the suspicion that Bech stands more

in co trast than comple~ent to the tradition 'pdike clains him to

have been born out of. 1~1 His reluctance to involve hilself
112

\/ith peop.Le; II ••• fearful of be i.ng burdened with more res' onsibili ties, II

and his profound sense of torpor, expressed in his perception IIthat

the void should have been left unvexed, should have been spared
'113the trouble of matter, of life and, worst, of consequences,1l might

just pass for one of ialamud's unregenerated figures (Artlur

Fidelman, perhaps). However, the lack of development, of

enlightenment or hope noted b- Dennis Donoghue: " ••.the chapters

, t 11 in t 1 bl th" ~ 11 '114are Vlr ua y In erc~angea e: ere lS no questlon of developmen~,

contrasts radically with the regenerative movement so central to

the modern tradition of Jewish American fiction. As Bernard

Sherman has demonstrated in ~he Invention Of The Jew,115 the

Jewish-American novel has been characterized by education and

gro'1!th-- the bildungsroman and the erziehungsroman and clearly

Bech's prot;ress, or lack of it, through two volumes of frequently

undifferentiated experience stands in direct contrast to this.116

Indeed, in both volumes, Bech's closing sense of loathing and
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futility contrasts radically with t'e percep iOlS of any of the

characters of the Jewish novelists studied here, in that for all

of them the involveuent and corm.d t.men t wh i.c h Lech GO fears are

the very stuff of life, the eleuents ~hat give life ueaning.

In place of an genuine sense of Bech's ewishness Updike

trades heavily on the Jo e-Jew's ineptitude, you g Bech being

unable to travel on trains without experiencing .ausea, being

unable to escape his mother's apron strings, even in his thirties

Lacki.n.,soc i.a.L Graces which make him apjear Gauche besi.d e a young

~A~P. But even these vulga~ ald overdrawn strokes lose the value

that a Lenuinely comic Jewish novelist li:e Bruce Ja :erie-man can

give them as Updike ar-ms -'ccllw i t h a cut ing rather than undercutting

sense of humour and by Le bitter tone of much of his conversation

wh i,c h be6ins to create the suspicion that Bech is, in f<...I.C t , no

more than the usual Updike Protestant in ethnic fancy dress.

This sUS1icion makes its appearance on the very first page in

the form of a letter from Tenry ech to John Updike in whic~ tlle

former detec ts 11something VJas ish, theological, scare d and

insulatin[jly ironical that derives, my w i.Ld surmise is, from yoU.11117

Further remarks in the course of the book serve to a plify this

F' I B h' tlb t Lf 1 Oft f '1,118'or examp e, ec s eau 1 u gl or stagnatlon,suspicion.

sugsests the limbo-like endings in which U dike's characters,

from Rabbit Ingstrom to Piet Hanema to Jerry Connant have found

themselves; the !!triumph of the clitoral, I!119 speech , indicates

the continuing pre-occupation with the end of a male dominated

lifestyle that has concerned Updike throughout his career. The

depiction of Henry Bech as little more than a displaced East

European in search of a dream of lost perfection120 seedS like

nothing so much as an at temp t to equate him w i,th Piet lane a or

with Rabbit Angstrom wh~ in Rabbit Redux, found himself on the

wr ong sLc;e of the gates of Eden, irrevocably stranded outside "a
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lost Norld of blameless activity; ~e felt t;at he would never

be allowed to crawl back into tha t wo rLd ,11121

In the end the picture that cmer~e6 of Henry Bech is of

another of Updi:e's Protestant figures wearing the cloak of a

schlemiel as an excuse for a shoulder shrubuinJ surrender to life's

vicissitudes: an attitude which is inade4uate not only as a

depic tion of a schlemiel but also to Updike's ovrn vision of

humanity in vi.ew of his stated belief that an I'adjusted person is
1")not a person at all. IIc:e: Bech 's a t t emp ts to accomc.o date the forces

that face him by bowins before them and refusing to confront them

place him alonGside characters like David Kern's father in It" igeon

Feathersil or Warden Conner in The poorhouse Fair as enemies of the

life-impulse exhibited in Hook, Babbit or Fiet Haneua. bech

emerGes finally as little more than a carbon co~y of Georce

Caldwell: tl ••• a normal 60od-doing rotestant m n sufferinc in a
127kind of comic but real way, 11 J but vii th no hope, no spirit and no

genuine desire to confront anG interpret the facts of lis life.

Thus a theme emer6es in John Updike's fiction, as his books

explore the tension between the desire for moral conviction and the

relief of moral torpor. It is a theme which describes the dilemma

at the heart of his cherac ters' fictive existence, a a.Lemma which

is not thrown up by any litera_y weakness or failure of

specification but which inheres in the fibre of the work's specific

task of sayin;:;"les, but .11 It is the sort of clilemna Updike

described himself as facing in the followi g passage and it goes

to the heart of the Western liberal dile ma:

"I don't wan t to say that bei.ns passive,
being inactive, being paralysed, is wrong
in an era when so much action is crass and
murderous. I do feel that in the generations
that I've had a glimpse of -- I can see my
Grandfather at one end, a.d I can see ry
boys coming up -- there has been a
perceptible loss of the se se of righteousness.
But many evils are done in the name of
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ri~hteousness, so perhaps one doesn't want
it back ;!' 124

Extrapolated, this sense of con usion enca~sulates tie wlcartainties

of the era : torn be twe n the de~:lan(l_sof those: Lar ge , extra-personal

forces that characterize unbending, unyieldin~ righteousness and

the recognition that such forces stunt and thwart human individuality,

wha t choice can thc Lndi.vi.duaL .iake? It is a senae of confusion

experienced, on SOde level, by all of Updike's protagonists who

are, in various ways, forced to Gake a decision about the continued

value and validity of lBoral imperatives a_cl absolutes in the modern

wo r-Ld , 11 essence they must decide if the rigidities such absolutes

impose on the freedom of tle individual are too Great a price to

pay for the survival of 'the system'. Typically they, like U?dike

in the Lnt ervi.ew, find no grounds for accoLi:Joo.atinbsuch contradictory

forces and seeB torn by the effort to contain two SUCll ir 'econcilable

tensions.

Something of this irresolvable tension marks every book. This

is not to sUGwest that the refusal to indulge in explicit moralizing

im)lies an absence of moral concern. Clearly all, or ne~rly all,

of Updike's books have a l:loralquestion at their centre. Therefore,

it is wronG to sU8uest, as Deborah McGill does, that in Updike'S

It fic tive universe, moral values are suspended •••• u Nor is it

sufficient simply to assert that

All can be understood and explained, and
no-one is responsible. Updike's novels •••
are exercises in absolution that is
unearned, because intention is never
acknowledged, Guilt never assigned. 'I'h e
boy, having sated himself on the pie
cooling in the window, brins and says
"I couldn' t help myself, 11 For all the
failed boys who inhabit the level prairie
of Updike's fiction, we re asked to find
this explanation enough. 125

Clearly Updike's books are not efforts to flflatten" the

terrain of moral concer~ are not in the business of offering the
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126 t l I.reauers a peace ~la~ Dasse~l uncers a Qln~. None-ne ess, as

Mc'Gill SU6bests, there must be some question over the way in

which any work of fiction can survive without a deGree of

morally jud~c~cntal overview. In this context there is surely

sorne significance to be discovered in the fact that, throughout

John Updike's fiction, any such absence seeQS born, at least in

part, out of the love and sympathy he has for miCelle America and

its di.Lernna of purpose. This is the soft centre, uistaken for the

spirit of III couldn't help eyself,l1 which it is possible to detect

in Updike's woz-k, It is a I sor tness' which, as much as any desire

for fullJ realized, independent characters, causes him to sh at

offering harsh, overt judgements of his characters' actiols. In

place of these judgeme nt s , Updike offers not "a peace that pas seth

understandin~' but an awareness that understa ds only too well the

frailties of the human spirit, an awareness implicit in the concept

of nYes, but" that the novelist has ciescribed as being central to

his wr i,ting.

In an interview some years ago, John U dike ~ade a striking

observation: one which provides the key to his whole fictive

enterprize:

You can't be satirical at the ex ense of
fictional characters, because they are
your creatures. You must only love
them, and I think that once I had set
Conner in motion I did, to the best of
ny ability, try to love him and let his
mind and heart beat. 127

This seems stri"ing on two accounts. First the r-emar-k underlines

the extent to which Updike has attempted to reader drama t.Lc,

I imetic fiction, the deGree to which he has sought to silence the

controllinG authorial voice in the name of realism. Second, it

intiuates very povlerfully that tenderness w h.i.ch prompts Updike the

novelist to Give critical 1tIeie;htand sympathetic attention to

characters whose values (indeed their whole lives) might seem to
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ren{er then unfit for, unworthy f, such consideration. Cle~rly

an author can be sat i.r-Lc aL (properly an d successfully) at the

expense of his characters but not if ha carries the greut burden

of synpa Uletic awarenese , of love, wh i.ch Updike manifestly has

f h' -., 128for human Li,"e and t,e nunan conua,t i.ori , It is , ultimately,

this understanding love, this comprehension of human frailty and

fear that forbids satire, that prevents him lightly IlassiGning

gui.LVI vrh.iLe at the same time providing hi.mvIith both the

intuition and the impetus to make fictions compe Ll.LngLy reaL end

central to human experience.
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WilliaD burroughs:

Ii On the 1"0.1' Side of the '",orld's Hirror11

'I'owa rds the end of The Ha i:edLunch Bur rougha ' narrator, ';illaim

Lee, records an incident arising from his arrest by Hauser and

O'Brien of the Narcotics Squad. Des crate to avoid priso~ Lee

shoots the two o~ficers dead and soes into hiding but he becomes

suspicious wien there is no mention of the killinGs in the next day's

neHspaper. Posi.ng as an informer, Lee telephones the I'arcotics Squad

and asks to speak to either,auser or O'Brien only to be told that

no such people work in that department. Suddenly

I realized what had h~Jpened ••.• I _ad been
occluded from spac -tiBe like an eel's ass
occludes \,,111cnhe stops eati.ng on t lie way to
Sargasso •••• Locked out •••. Never again
would I have a key, a Point of Intersection ••••
The Heat was off me from here on out •••
relegated with Hauser and O'Brien to a
landlocked junk past whe re heroin is aLwaye
twenty-eight dollars an ounce an' you can
score for yen pox in the Chink Laundry of
SiouX Falls •••• Far side of the world's
mirror, moving into the past with Hauser and
O'Brien ••• clawing at a not-yet of Telepathic
Bureaucracies, Time Monopolies, Co trol Drugs,
Heavy Fluid Addicts: 1

(rhis, I wo u.Ld suggest, is a key passage to any read.ing of 'rhe Naked

Lunch or those works which follow it and in a very particular sense

it describes Burroughs' literary method. Rieorously eschewing the

limitations of realistic, miwetic fiction Burroughs' work can be

seen as an attempt to hold up a mirror to the essence of existence,

to provide an ima~inative reality which transforms and subverts our

understandin~ of experience by ex~osing us to alleGorical an

symbolic truths.

Further, the passage offers another (perhaps unwitting) key to

Burroughs' fiction in the image of the mirror. In his constant search
for an escape from the strictures of time and physical dimension
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Burroushs has pro osed somethine very Duch akin to life on the

far side of a mirror as, in many res ects, the world he envisages

is L'i.ke a reversed imaGe of the one he inhabits. In fact it can be

ar~ued that his work is not, as has often been sUGGested, an effort

to subvert society so much as to convert it: to reverse rather than

to oeet roy the powe r structure he apparently abhors. In this

r-espect Burr au.__,hs' wor-k h-s been much nisunderstood. \\Tronslybut

irrevocably viewed as part of the Beat movement there is little

vrh i.ch is beatific a 'out urroughe ' work, little of that cosmic

Generosity of s?irit which i forms the writings of Corso, Kerouac

or Ginsberg, the other Beat luminaries. In its stead can be seen

a number of disquietinG elements, m'lign and perverse in inte it,

which lace BurrouGhs firmly in the tradition of Celine and Artaud.

At the same time it would be wronG to see Burroughs as

e::isting completely outside a y American f rame of reference. ris

fictions, most notably The Place Of Dead Roads, are underpin led by a

(characteristically perverse and extreae) frontier ethic and in

this significant re .ect Burrough s conforms to Andre LeVot' s

description of the American writer as one who turns hi.s "back on

society, to roam free and exalt the virile virtues of man facing

danc_;erand death.!l2 Indeed, Burroughs' work cay j ost profitably

be seen as an extreme and idiosy cratic expression of contemporary

AQerican literary trends. Thus, his fractured and refractory

fictions may be viewed as ult~ ate versions of the lexical, literary

dislocatiors practised by the likes of pynchon and Barthelme: the

recurrent scenes of death and violence as a parodic co ooentary on

the brutality of American Society; the rebellious and bitter

antagonists of his books no more than the lo~ical extension of tlat

American literary tradition of the isolate hero. In fact Burroughs'

work resembles nothinG so much as a nightmare version of t lat

already powerful dysto ian vision evident in the work of any of
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his contemporaries: writers as vitally different as Kurt Vonnegut,

John Updike, Robert Coover and John Cheever.

Certainly Burrouchs possesses an America diocnsion and writes

in ~he American ~rain, but he is readily distinguishable from his

cont.emporari.ee by the very extr-euri,ty of his vision and therein lies

his singularity. His American contemporaries may invest their

cha~acters with a sens~ of exclusion and rebellion, may draw

discomforting pictures of American society but nOle possess remotely

the same decree of venom as Burrou~hs. An~er and disGust fairly

burst out of the pages of his works,repeate~ly underscoring a

vision of the author's acute and tortured sense of superiority

built upon the pangs of bitter isolation.

In the Greater part of BurrouGhs' fiction the situations and

disposi~ions of his protagonists are clearly imaginative extensions

of his own situation both as an adolescent and in adulthood. In an

in t ervi.ew in i 966 for the Paris Review, Burroughs responded to a

question about his pur-pose in writing by aay i.ng, III wo uLd 00 on

writing for corpany. Because I'm creating an imagilary -- it's

ahiays imaginary -- world in 1;J11ichI would IH:e to live .,,3 'I'hi.s

remark, which is substantially repeated in an interview with Daniel

Odier, presents a vulnerable, almost pathetic, picture of Burroughs
L,

w nLch he is at so ne pains to kee out 0 his fietion. r Nevertheless,

elements of this image of the author as a solitary, isolated and even

lonely man continually creep into his writing and appear to orm the

basis of his anger and disdain for socie ty , wh i.ch he repeatedly

depicts as a trap for the foolish. From the beginning, in Junkie,

Burroughs has painted a picture of himself as the outsider,

hopelessly unfit ted to the de uands of social behaviour: If I saw

there was no COl promise possible with the group and found myself a

good deal alone,1I5 he has \\iritten,emphasizing this exclusion by

remembering his childhood as "a "-Jayof life that is now gone
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6.ior-ever',11 and eventually embracing his isolation w i.t h the

d.eclaratio 1 that til bave UIJ tryinc; to be one of the boys years

~ -'0 117<.,).,..:) •

Hot surprisingly, perha)s, there is a rOl!lantic,c:.lmost

'French,' quality in this isolation that Burrou~hs describes: it

is rSLinisc8nt of Cezanne's social ;aucherie combi.ned I'lith the

'unacce~table' artistic icieas that contributed to his disastrous

first trip to Paris in the 1860s and of the s~llilar, thoush more

flabrant, beh2viour of Arthur Rimbaud on his arrival at Verlaine's

house. Cert~inly, Burroushs' early work similarly dwells upon the

'vulGar' side of life, invoking his lack of hypocrisy, his

'open-rindedness' and his mental and intellectual superiority

(111 read more than was usual for an American boy of that time and
o

place •••• 110) as jus tifica tion (and perhaps comfort) for his isolation.

Indeed this mi~ture of solitariness an arroGance, which so

precisely recalls the attitudes of the nineteenth century French

writers after Baudelaire (and of their English imitators) is a

characteristic feature of Burroughs' writing as he extends this

facet of himself to those largely young and always revolutionary

personae who are the nearest thing to pro agonists to euer8e from

BurrouGhs' oeuvre.

Characteristically, these young men are looking for a way out of

civilization and they feel, as Burroughs must have done during his

st. Louis childhood, sick, diseased and rotten, although the novelist,

in typically agGressive fashion, turns this into an adv n a~e and

"ldds it to thei.rarmoury of men tal su eriori ty and ar-ro.jance,

Typical of these characters is Audrey Carsons, in The Wild Boys

and .All Pook Is H:ere, i ha is described as "eeri.e ghostly rotten

vulnerable reckless, 1,9 and as "a thin pale boy his face scarred by

festering spiritual wounds. 'He looks like a sheep-killing dog',

'd 10sa~ a st. Louis aristocrat." Infac t, this 11611ee})-dlling dog"
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description recurs in The Place Of Dead Roads11 an , as the nov ,list

reported ciurini_:;a B.13. C. television )rocranme, it wa s a renar-k mo.6.e

of the adolescent urrouchs himself.12

Such estransed and perverse figures abound in Burrou~hs' fiction,

especially in Cities Of The Red Nibht, perhaps the closest thin' to

tra~itional novel that he has written since Junkie. In this, a

gr cup of young men, Noah blake, Toby, Jerry Green, Audrey Carsons

and Juan, Cl.l:pearas \lstl'angers,!Ioutsiders, on a planet wh i ch they

inhabit but are somehow not 'of'. A lumber of t'em COLe together

on a pirate s a.i.: liThe Gr eat I'lhite"which, by c~eliberately evokin:;

helville's Moby Dick, may be seen as su~~estins itself as an ironic

c oun t er-part to "Th e Pe quod,II It is ironic in that , take n as a

nicrocosm 0 f society, !!'rheGreat 1,'Jhiten only [serves to enphasize

that society is nothing more than a Group of strancers bound to~ether

by a mutual interest in survival and escape.

This view of society as beinG at odds with the best interests

of the individual is, as Tony Tanner demonstrates in City Of Words,

by no means unique to William BurrouGhs. Indeed both John Cllcever

and John Updi.ke demonstrate in their wo rk how the deman de 01 society

tend to drain vitality from the indivi'ual; constraining and

restricting the very individu~lity by which the hU8an being can

best define himself. In comDon with them and in contrast to Jewish

writers like Bellow, Malamud and Potok (all of whom stress the

nececsity and consequence of man's social dimension), Burroughs

repeate ly depicts isolation and fli;ht as the central elements of

contemporary human experience. However , while there is undoubtedly

regret in those descri »t Lone of an tagonLam betwe en self and society

offered by Up di.keand Cheever, a definite sense of di.aappod.ntaaent

evident in their characters' inability to locate themselves mean:Ugfully

within society, in Burroughs writing this is not the case. In his

fiction the vision of society is far more vigorous and ha. tile; he
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is Guch more concerned to stress the innate isolation of the

indi vi.ducL, doacrLbi.ng a vrorLd in w ni.ch fr i.endshi.p and love have

no place, a world which is or~anizeci solely on the b~sis of need

and exploitation. The belief s rings from Burrou~hs'

of the worLd in t.erns of the 'junk' hierarchy arid of 'elations i:-JS

in terws of the society of junkies, eac of whom will sellout his

"confreres for heroin. Junkie~ filled with descriptions of the

indifferellce and cruelty with which the addicts use and abuse each

other. The man who pas3es out from a cirug overdose is not surprised

to find hie belonGings have been stolen even thouCh the thief is llis

partner and closest accuaintance: everyone is a potential stool

pigeon and the array of c aracters is remarkable for its total

unp.Leasai tness and for Burrou.jhe' con t cmpt and dislike for nearly

everyone of them. In the end this community is based on mutual

need ar d stays tOg'ether only for w hat ea.c h one can take from others.

There is never once the sugGestion that any hiGher, Less selfish

motive could possibly exist, a belief which seems to spring from

Burrou6hs' belief in the junky's IIsep .rate miser -Ii and the convic tion
'17that I'basically no-one can help anyone else, 1! .Jspecifically- in tel'is

of drug depriv'tion but with wider reference and iD~lication for

society and life as a whole.

The pseudonymous \illiam Lee, author of Junkie, emerges (in the

books that ric Mottram has called the tetralogy) as a member of

the Nova Police, a solitary friendless aGent who cannot, with any

certainty, identify his own colleagues. This isolation is underlined

by his District Supervisor's words in The Ticket That Ex laded:

IIIn this orsanization, Mr. Le , we do not encourage togetherness,

esprit de corps. We do not give our a~ents the impression of
1t,oeLon j i.ng,It ' J.,_ later but related charac tel' is Clem Snide "a

Private Ass Hole -- I will take on any job any identit- any body

I will do anything difficult dangerous or downright dirty for a
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lrprice. II::; Despite this claim Sn i.de is nan i.f'es t.Ly on the side of

the an~els (as Burrou~hs construes them) and in the course of

'rhe Soft l'.achinelinks up t eLe pa t.h.i.coLl.y with Lee in a at t emp t to

overcome The Nova Mob. In Cities Of The ad Night Snide emerces as

a rrajor character in his own riBht, using detection methods which

coinci6e with Burroughs' own aplice-in and 'telepathic' tachni ues.

The importance of these figures goes eyond their significance as

further evidence of the utter aloneness that Eurroughs believes to

be man's lot. They are indications of how he as, on occasion, been

able to fashion his alienation into something more than the lanGuorous

perversity of a minor decacent poet, indications of how he has been

able to shape it into a violent, splenetic and, in places, cogent

attack on what he Genuinely regards as an irrevocabl hostile society.

In this vision the figure of the r!a;_;entl!has boen of pa.r-arno un t

importance -- far more important to BurrouGhs' total vision than the

science fiction motif that has been so much discussed -- and in the

formation of this a~ent-figure Burroughs has drawn heavily upon

the wcr k of Dashiell amne t t , At the most eupe r f i.cLa L level Agent

K9 in Nova Express obviously echoes Harm-ie t t "s ~gent X9 just as Clem

Snide is a blatant and not altogether unfriendly parody of Sam Spade.

Beyond that, however, the connection between EurrouShs and Hammett

is quite strong and Ann ~harters, in her bioJraphy of Jack Kerouac,

records Burrou,;hs' enthusiasm for Hammett in the late thirties and

early forties.16 It is an enthusias perhaps induced by Haw~ett's

early willingness to recognize dispassionately the world of druGs

and homosexuality and his sympathetic tre&tment of the streak of

madness in Ned Beaumont in The Giass Key. At the s~me time Dashiell

Ha~mett was an early practitioner of that distinctly American voice

which came out of the fiction of that era from writers as disparate

as Hemingway, James M. Cain and Horace McCoy. This voice, vulgar and

low-life in essence, [mst have been very welcome and attractive
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to sorioon c like BurrouGhs, w i.sh.Ln; to ezprese his disL.;ustViit h

and alienation frou the Genteel middle-class of his cl1ildhoo~, and

it is essentially this voice and langua~e he has used to recreate

the 11c2,:.:nywor-Ld!' of The :l'JaJ;::edLunch: II ••• an Ln t.egra.L par-t of

America [that] existed nowhere else.:117

Furthermore it is possible to recognize a similarity between

HaLLlett's behavi.our i st ana. Burroughs' fi.tctuo.liststyle, both of whi.ch

are descriptive rather than explanatory. This descriptiveness forces

the reader to accept the uzzleme t and confusion experience' by the

nar-rator i.1S _ e struggles to H13.l;::esense of the un f oLdi.nj,events. It

is a device which helps to enforce the sense 0; bemusement and

alienation which is felt by the eternal outsider and inblis respect

the lack of plot which is evident in most of Burl'oushs' work has its

e~uivalent in the turns ~nd confusions of plot which char-ctcrize

IIC:llllile"tt ' s ',I1'itinge Indeed, much of Bur:cou6hs' best wr i,tint: is done

in this flat, clifped manne., a fact which provi6es the reader with

unother cause for reGret at t_e gaunt of time and space that

Bur.,cou_;:1s.ias spent on Lncovation a d exr.eri.ment s , For examp.l.e,

there is this descrir:tion of a shoo t i.ng in The \'ild Boys: liThe CIA

man caught a splash of forty-five sluGs riGht across his fat cut.
18

He hiccuped a rope of blood and went down like a sack of concrete.11

This seems to me quite the erual of anything produced by Hamuett or

Chandler (the two finest exponents of l'hal'd-boilecl'1detective

fiction) in terms of concise languaGe and vividness of image.

~ove all, though, it is the sense of friendlessness and

isolation that BurrouGhs has drawn fron Haumett. The unnamed

Continental Op , wo rke under aLd.ases and on his mm, much as Lee and

Snide do. He cannot depend on the 6upport of his colleagues and

his description of liThe Old l''lan"(the had of the agency wh o has his

equiv lent in 'The Chief' in The Wild Boys or the District Supervisor

in The Ticket That Exploded) defines almost exactly the tone of
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The Old Pan -\'JaS the mana ge.r of the
Conti~ental's San Francisco branch.
He ~as also known as Pontius Pilate,
becaue e he snti.Le d pleasantly w hen he
sent us out to be crucified on suicicial
jobs. ~e was a Gentle, polite, elderly
person with no more warwth in hir than
a hangman's rope. 19

As with Burroughs' junky society, friendships are fleetinG and

the characters make alliances a d chanbe sides purely out of

eX2ediency and with no re~ard for belief or co victions.

Finally and most notably there is the a~ent liuaelf. Like

Clem Snide, the Private Asshole, the a60nts behave in ways that are

not socially acceptable, particularly in u~holders of the law. They

lie, Cet drunk, a_Te discourteous or even v.i.oLent t owar ds vrorne n and

do not hesitate to use the means of evil to advauce their cause.

Nonetheless, like the Nova policeDan Lee, their dedication to the

cause is unimpeachable and they are not, at base, corrupt. or

exarup Le , in the novel Red Harvest, the r p r-ej ecte the financial

blandish~.lents of Elihu Hillson ana fulfils tho maxim of Burroughs '
20

Sooa-policef11en, the Nova Police Of_icers: "\1e do our wor-k and go."

In ::_:Jrovidingthe model of -he agent, at once amoral or il1llClOraland

con terT_ptibleyet of i .1peccable LdeoLo.j LcaL cre lientials, Harl1l,ett

provided Burroughs not only with t~e losistics of his objections

to society but also with a metaphoric weapon for his offensive

against it and a .sL1E_pinSforce for his sense of isolation and

alienation.

Inevitably this sense of isolation and exclusion is reflected

in an unfavourable de~iction of society and, ultimately, in a

rejection of the ossibility of community at any level. Inar ,uably,

Burroughs' has a sense of the individual's separateness and his

experiences with drugs seem to have persuaded him of the body's

susceptibility to external control. This has l~d him to posit a

di.vi.sLon of humanity at the most basic level: " •••the human body
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is actually two halves. The two halves are not "l 1'21sJ.r:l.l_ r, . he

3uG~ested in an inte_view with Daniel Odier.

?his notion of duality and division is eV0r-present in

Burroubhs' work and forms a fund&mental part of iis critique not

only of society but of lansuace and, indeed, life and biologic form

as his attitude to W01en demonstrates. On a nunber of occasions
2?

t r-o ubLe ;" - and has proposed

the develop~ent of sihgle sex colonies that might allow for the

deveLopment of !1humanoic,mut at Lcns ;" In part, this pr oposaL may be

an aspect of his oilitant homosexuality, as his curious suSuestion

that l1there seems to be a very definite link bstwe cr na tr i arc 1 T

2~
eupr eraacy ;" .) Lnd i.cates. HO'.iever,it is patently. ore than

that, since a s t.at.eraen t like f1 I thi.nk love is a virus. I think love

, 1 112L~.. ~ t .is a Call put noun by the fena e sex, OOVlOUSJ.Y con aJ.1S a

reill~rkabledepth of unhappiness and disillusionment with life and

human.it y '.s capacity to brine::to it ccny c1ebI'eeof mutual be r cfi t ,

Burroubhs' women, then, constitute an evil but they exist as ~n

expression ratller than a cause of the problen,threatening masculinity

and male inde )endence in a banner reuiniscent of U~dike's women but

with a Dalevolence of intent totally hlissing from Jamice Angctrom

or Foxy \Jhitoan. Lucy Bradshinkel, The Gree' }un and the Countessas

de Gulpa and de Vile exist to emasculate and enslave ~en, to achieve

the aims of control and remove all possibilities of spontaneous

(a!ld therefore uncontrolled) ac tion. Bur rouvhs uses them to reflect

the tyr anhy , violence and oppression that exist in the worLd and in

Cities Of Tae Red Night he links the male/feoale duality of human

life firmly to the conce t of corru?tion by placinc the two count sses

in charge of Yass-Waddah and Ba'dan, the cities most involved with

the debasement of human life.

As to society itself, Burroughs as used a number of nodels to

sugLest its innate corruption, be~inning with the IJunk pyranid.'
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'rhis structure is based on juru\:as the ult i.ucte coneun.e r :tJroduct and

the ~ierarchy which sell" and distributes the druG works as a

meta~hor for the bureaucracy which purports to orounize society. A

variation or- this theine has been the 'T::cak'1 <..Jencyin The Soft !'-lachine,

similarly dealinG in consu..mer Goods and Si!ililarlyable to dictate

its terms of sale to the seneral public. E'Lsewh er-e, "Nova fLash!'

has been de)icted as the basis of human difficulties, being an enersy

source created out of conflicts on which the parasitic Nova Mob are

atle to feed and, more recently, Burroughs has used ancient r-iayan

civilization to depict the controls exerted over our own society.

~ccording to Burroughs the Mayans were controlled by their priests

who, through the use of a precise yet primitive calendar system,

were able to control events according to the time of eur, backed

up, he posits, by a harsh punishment~stem. In a similar way, he

suggests, western society is controlled by our enforced iGnorance of

the options and abilities available to us and our underdeveloped

non-verbal communication system.

Irrespective of the relative merits of these models they all

contain one essential: the control of the vast majorit by a powerful

minority able to send out signals or by control aGents of one sort

or another. It is aGainst this perceived exploitation that all of

BurrouGhs' writing is directed. The extent of his belief in

society's desire to enslave the individual reaches surprising limits.

Freeland, the Welfare State in The Naked Lunch, is as much of an

infringement of liberty as is Trak Enterprises in The Soft Machine

and welf&re and safety legislation is attacked as violently as the

millionaire exploiters in Nova Express.25 In fact, the all-embracing

and interfering benevolence of Freeland is indistinguishable from

the corporate control of Trak in terms of the power and influence

it wields over the lives of its subjects.

The disgust Burrou~hs evidentlv feels for society as an
CC> v
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entity spills over into a general disGust for those who comprise it,

the 'strai~hts' ~ho have neither the intelligence nor t.o b '-ver' to

ac t against the control systems. 'rhus, in Junkie, the increased

activity of the narcotics squad is likened to Eazi persecution of
26the Jews, with all that i~plies by way of the conplicit and

indifference of the general public while, reversinr the metaphor, in

Nova Ezpress he wr Ltes of the "vast suburban concentration cutups of

from the would-, e hipster at the

be~inning of The Naked Lunch to the 'self-educated' hare in Junkie

he has not.h.ing but contempt for the stra i.gn t '.s refusaL or f'a i.Lur-e

to reject a manifestly unacceptable system.

Chiefly, however, this disgust is expressed throuJh a violent

ridiculin~ of western society's most che_ished myths ~nd institutions

L1e legal system, advu nced medicine, denocracy and free ent crprLz e

by an attempt to inpute to them the decade t, 'depraved' values GO

often associated with Burroughs hinself. Clearly, Bu_rou~hs' interest

lies in reversing the accepted iD~se, establishin~ the selfishness

and callousness that he sees as lying at the heart of all hUJan

activities and in stripping off the hypocrisy which covers all

attempts to hi~this callousness. This he achieves through brutal

and scatalogical satire, 2 fre uently tre chant comic dimen6io~ all
_ 28too often lost on the prim and outraged reviewers of his books.

The legal system is particularly reviled combining, as it does,

control and punishment, the u.l.tLraa te expression of which is capital

punishment. Capital punish"aent, particularly in the form of hanging,

has obsessed Burrouehs throu 'hout his writin~. The sado-erotic eleuents

of a hanging (the ultimate -egradation of another human beine; coupled

with the uncontrolled ejaculation), with its implications for the

totality of "their" mastery of the control/punishment cycle have

made hanging, in Burroughs' eyes 11 the represen tative act of the

human wor-Lds ; , attended by all the hypocrisy of Language and anaesthetics
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.f:' 1" bl 112()
OL willcn ~Dn are c~~~ e. Furthermore, i is in~ic tive, for

DurroUi-_)lS,of the total in:::..de,:~uacyof Le le._;alsycten which he

consistently depicts as arbitrary, unfair and ultimatel ex~loitative.

Thus, fro~ the BioloGic Courts of Nova ~xpreBs to the County Clerk in

The Naked Lunch, the attern t to secure justice is a precarious and

ill-starred venture, when a case is likel to rest on the state of the

Jud:_;e'Gpiles or the udvi.ce "be just, and if you can't be just be
'zOarbi trary •••• 11:J And of course a hanGinG is as uuc h a public

spectacle, an opportunity for the law to ~ake some money, as the

she rLff sells tickets for the ban_;ing. It is this t o t aL conte.l t for

hunan life ana diGnity that Durrou~hs re;eatedly portrays as the

central char-a ct eri.st i.c of these institutions. Just's the Judee is

indifferent to the suffering he causes and t~e sheriff to the misery

of the man about to be han~ed so the Jolice use an~ abuse people

indiscriminately. One of Burrou~hs' earliest 'tilts' at the official

mask of hill.anitywas to reveal the way the narcotics squad would use

and dispose of a stool-pi[!;eon: I1Sooner or later, the peedlers Cet

wise to a pigeon and the pipeon can't score. When this hap~ens, his

usefulness to the agents is at an end, and they usually turn him in

Often he ends up doi.ng more t une than anybod.y he sent up .11
31 Ulti nately,

he has suggested, the police foster and perpetuate drugs and crime to

keep themselves in Hork and increase their paller.

If this sug6cstion, despite its appealing logic, has the ring of

fiction to it then Bur~ouShs' depiction of the medical profession has

the aura of full-blown comic fantasy. Obviously, the "All-.lllerican

De- nxietized Han" and 'r. BenVlay's cure for schizophrenia (heroin

addiction) are intended as~tirical fables, more true in a moral sense

than in any literal way. ~onetheless, these fables are inte ded as

'truthful' representations: the abuse, by greedy, egocentric men like

Bem,ray, of the trust placed in them is an image central to the theme

of exploitation which runs through BurrouGhs' 'fiction. In some ways
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it a.pproxi.matee more closely to his perception of socie ty as a who Le

than do his Nayan Priests and a diction metaphors. Just as Doctor

Benway takes advanta~e of the anaesthetized patient to perfor~ his

orerations so do our leaders abuse our trust in -heir honesty and

Ln tegr i.t y ; just as Lenway wus hes his hanos of his failures: II'Our

failure', he says. ''..Jellit's all in the
-"72day's wor -,'If_) so are we

left helpless and abuse '0- those who urJort to run the nation on

our beho.lf.

Finally, then, there is no eLernent of life in wh.i.c11 we are not

controlled, no way in which those in power are not able to ex loit us.

Even the free enter~ri~e system, bastion and ~uarantee of freeorn

t.hrouc-h econorri.c ne cessi.ty , turns out to e merely another form of

exploitation as, in BurrouGhs' world, there is nothinG wh'ch cannot

be sold or made to yield a ~rofit. Thus, one of the millionaires in

'he Naked Lunch is Placenta Juan, the Afterbirth 'l.'ycoon. BurrouGhs

sees it, society has m8.rked us as cattle, to bo slauGhtere , skinned

or milked of whatever produce the farmer/controller can take from us

until we are of no further use.

As a bastion of the free enterprize ethic, Ame r i ca , as the home

of multi-national corporations nd vast stock)iles of rivate wealth,

has been a repEated target for Burrou~hs' attacks on the control system.

However, a wider, more basic and virulent anti-Ame:icanism exists in

much of Burroughs' work and some of his most vicious satire is at the

of the USA.33 Curiously, then, William Burroughs comes from

solidly wealthy up_er-mi .dle class stock and his ~randfather, with

only a minimum of formal education, invented an adding machine and

eventually founded the world-famous Burroughs Addin- Machine

Corporation. This example 0_ a classically American succeSG story,

testifyins to the powers of Yankee resourcefulness and opportunity,

has done little to inspire in Burroughs a sense of wonder or pride in

the USA. Instead, his attitude to the United States Of America
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can be described, at best, 2.S arnb i,valen t. Le L,S s a i.d the. t IIAmerica

34may weLl, be the h01)8 of the wor Ld , II ' but one suspoct s hat by t ra t

he vras referrinc to his hope for the wor Ld -- a maj or disaster that

could brinS about the scenario }rojectcd in The ~:ild Boys or Cities

01' 'J:'h8 Hed iIiS t -- whi.ch AL er i ca , as one of the mi.Li, ta.ry and econonri,c

superpowers, has the mi~ht inadvertantly to bring about. At the s~me

time his connection with t~c U~iL has been difficult to establish in

a literary or critical context. Despite his contacts with The Beat

v~riters of the nineteen-fifties he really stands at the far end of the

ideological spectrum frau them (j oined only by c. commori Ibchom.ian.i.an I)

and, like EdLar Allen Poe in the nineteenth century, he seens, in sane

respects more significant in a 'decadent' European cont ei.L than he does

in an ADerican one.

Nevc.r LheLes e , re ea t ed use of his Ameri.c an experience to expr es s

his vie", of noc er n life mark him as part of the \.merican se ene. Thus,

'Tony Tanner ha s described hi.:l as i1an Lmpor ta nt i'n'iter, concerning

himself pr ecLseLy w i t h .aany of those themes and problems which are
-:-c:

C en tral to recent Amer i.cen fie tion, 11/) and Richard Kostelanetz has

cnLLed The l'Tal"cedLunch ITa char-: c teristicc..lly American masterpiece. n
36

At the saDe tine, attempts have elsa been nade to fit Burroughs into

the trauition of i\merican literature: for Eric Nottram he "is the

radical anarchist who increasincly features in American culture, from

ancestors in Woolman and Thoreau through to the hi ~ter variants of

7.7the sixties ••• 11_) ; wh.i.Le for Jeff Nuttall Burroughs appears as "the

direct descendant of Henr Miller, Nathaniel [sic] West, Kenneth

]TearinG, -\.cnneth Patchen, a clear Amer i.c an tradition of masochistic

. ... 38EPclal cr i, tLca.am, II

Des pi.t e this and deap.i te the Huckleberry Finn ending to Junlde,

whi.ch pro. ::i;Bsnew territory ahe d , an opening-out that arrives in the

form of The Naked Lunch, it is possible to sense that Burroughs might

reGard being given an 'AJeric n context' with a certain a .ount of
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~ntiputhy, ~iven some of his reM~rl:s about the USA. The general

tenor of t lio se Hay be jUl't~edby his asaert i.on t nat It in At ori.ca --

they absolutely intend to cturt a nuclear war. ~ bomb on New York

vrou Ld solve a lot of their problems.n39 ..i:vcnt.rie ap_,arei t playfulness

of u scene in wnich an A2srican hou ewif is surI'ounded by hostile

k i.tchen i".li)lements hc.s a El.:cliG.ana unfriendly belief unde r-Ly i.ng it,

~he conviction that ~merica is the nadir of crass stupidity:

.:,.l....:l:ICAU hOU30.JI7b (e,pe .i.n; a box of Lu: ):
Vlv'Jhydon't it have an electric e e the
box flip open when it see me and hand
itself to t ;J Au t or at. and: -ian he should
put it inna water already •••• 'I'he Handy
~an is outa control since T ursday, he
been ~ettinG physical with QC aI~ I didn't
put it in his co~ ination at all •... And
the GarbaGe Disposal 'nit slapping at me,
~nd the nasty old 1ixmaster keel tryinG to
Cet up under my dress •••• I got the Dost
awful cold, and my intestines is all
constipated •••• I'm gonna put it in the
andy han's combination he should administer

me a high colonic avrr eady , \t LI-O

To transmit an idea of brutality or stupidity BurrouGhs alwa-s allows

hiS characters' American accents and argot to become more pronounced.

Accordingly, Dr. BenvIaY pez-f'o.rms an expe rLr.te nt on a patient to whom

he has caused brain damage and dismi ses the result with: HGet these

fuc..ing i. D. 'e out a here. It's a bring down already.
~·1business."

Bad for the

tourist In Burroughs' fiction, America is continually

represented by a mixture of sub-human stupidity (reachin;_:;the height

of its expression in The Complete All American De-Anxietized ~an) and

inhuman callousness ouch as that described in Ah pook Is lere:

Han has jum...»ed from a second story window
to escape fire. Impaled on an iron picket
fence writhing there groaning from his
rtlptured guts. A fat American cop chews
gum and watches impassively. The
photographer is busy with light meters •••
'Pull his head back will you Mike. I
want a shot of the face before the medics
get here with morphine.'
The cop reaches out and grabs the man
brutally by the hair and jerks his head
back. 42
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~:ot only is this mixture perceived by Burrou~hs to be an evil

ch~r~cteriatic of :merica, it is for li~ an evil peculiar to it.

In TJJ.el'JakeclLunch he asser t.s t hc t 11,m rice: is not a yOWl"; land: it

is old an6 ~irty an' evil before the settle s, before the I dians.
L~3The evil is there wa i,tine, 11 an a.ncLysi.ew ni.ch jerha1 s represents

the uLti.uat e cont emporcr y 'isavoi'Jalof the ~mericall Dr-eam , a corrsummat e

expression of the clystopian vision which has afflicted ost-war

American fiction. In ~urrouGhs' fiction, Istrai..;ht'AD~rica's most

eloquent and typical re~redentative is the redneck Southerner, the

ri~ht winG Bibla belt capitalist rid led with prejudice an~ CL total

lack of coripassi.on, John Stanley 1:8. -t , in \h Pock Is lre ie , con s from

such stock and his insatiable desire to cOltrol a d exploit is matched

in spirit, if not deed, by his compatriots throuGhout Hurrou~hs' 0ooks.

farticularly bitinG is his treatment of the redn~ck's traditional

racLaL prejudice: !IIwarina say further that Ahm a true friend of the

NiGra and understand all his simple wants. l~y, I got a good Darkie

in here 44now wiping my ass,11 a southern Senator boasts in The Soft

Machine while in The Naked Lunch re necks set fire to a ~egro and

in~ulge in antisemitic outbursts.

Racial prejudice in the old slave states brings Burrou~hs back

to his constant preoccupation with the control of huwan beihgs on a

wider scale: it is after all, an Americ~n ad-mal who tries to turn the

events of The Ticket That Exploded into saleable, marketable conwodities:
41::"you see the action, B.J.?tI ':J In this respect America appears as the

home of control: "America is not so rruch a nightm-re as a non-dream •••

a Gave to wipe the dream out of existence. The dream is a spontaneous
46ha pening and therefore dangerous to a control system,11 Burroughs

once said and, in The Wild Boys, he goes on to depict the US. as the

master of the "CONTROL GMT;:;. II In the f'oLf.owi.ngpassage the ca aci ty

to exploit a situation is ~tched only by a ruthlessness and dumb,

aGgressive arrogance that is, in Burrous 5' eyes, uniquely American:
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'~'Jhenyou wan t the job done come to the
lJlnl\~D ,s'.L'll.'l'ES OF l·""j:;.L:ICA. J\.",j) ,.Jj~ C~'..H
'I'UI?II 1'1' ET iL,Y DIl~C'I'IOF. You Li.me y
has-beens ••• ' He points to a battery
of old gray Den in club chairs frozen
in stOly disa'proval of this vulgar
drunken American. When will the club
oteward arrive to eject the bounder
so a ~entlewan can read his Tines?
'YOU' ~m llC'.L';-i (G EDT i\. B.~_:A11A R ~PUJ.3LIC
AHD :r~~ilEl"l.D.L:c~ ,IE' V?, GO'l' YOUH FIC'l'UEl..:S.'
'And we've got yours too Yank,' they
eli},")icily.
'I1Li"': HEE U:JLIJ.:,.R 'l'.li.I: YOUJS.'
The Enclish cou~h and look away fading
into their sJectral clubs, yellowing
tusks of the beast killed by the
improbable hy~henated nane, OLD SJ~GE
screams after them ••• 'WHAT DO YOU
ran.: 'rHI::; 10 A j~AUTY COH'i'3ST'?You
Fabian Socialist vecetable peoples
00 back to your ~arden in Hanpstead
and release a hot-air baloon in defiance
of a local ordinance delightful encounter
',Iith the bobby in the mornint;. HUllls
wrote it all u in her diary and read it
to us at tea. W, GOT ALL YGUR PARSY
PICTURES AT ETON. YOU W_N~A JACK OFF
IN FHO! r OF' 'I'iIE QlTE=::N "fIT li: A CA1TDL:2UP
YUUR A.si~'?'47

Again Burroughs uses the sergeant's language to sugGest an uneducated,

se~i-literate America, a barbarian nation bent on destruction and

interested only in demonstrating its own power. This recalls·tlose

si n.iLar characters in The JalcedLunch, ni.ghtmar-e characters who

forr1ed flan integral part of America and existed nowhere else.,,48

The hatred he feels for this utterly hostile culture has tended

to uanifest itself in terms of lampoonery aimed at America's most

cherished self-images. This frequently causes his work to read like

one of Ed Sanders' exercises of 'e)ater la bourgeoisie' but there is
4°7wor k ,layful intent in EurrouGhs' He is attempting toa far less

discredit and destroy the self-perpetuatin' and self-generating myths

behind such notions as nthe Mnerican wayll and "the land of the free.fI

1;Jhen,in I1When Did I stop Vlanting '1'0 Be Pr-esLde nt" (a title which, in

itself, declares Burrou,;hs' re jection of conventional American

ambitions) he reports that his childhood anbition was to be a

cor-rupt COnlmissioner for Sev/ers he is making an observation about
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ADericnn society which not only 6UGuests that it wor~s by corru~tion

but t ha t it is, literall', a lot of shit. Thus, he posits a

rupturinG of the sewage system throu~h substan'ard work and materials

(Ill have made a deal on the pi.pi.n.;H ii.ch has bou.jht 1:1ea thirty-

thousand dollar home!") which brings

sullen mutters of revolt ~ro the
peasantry; liMy teenat;e daughters is
cunt deep in shit. Is this the
American \-wy of L'if e?" I t hou jht so
and I didn't want it chc ged, sitting
there in l;'!y Garden, smoking- the
Sheriff's reefers, coal ~as on the
wind sweet in my nostrils as the
smell of oil to an oil Jan or the
smell of bull shit to a cattle baron.
I sure did a sweet thing with those
pipes and I'm covered too. What I
Lot on the Governor wouldn't look
good on the front pase, would it now? 50

Once aGain, presumably, Burroughs does not vlish to be understood

lite_all" but as one who offers as a moral truth couched in tle terms

of a contemporary fable. In a similar way, he has sought to destroy

through parod the gallant, macho image of the USA by 'cutting' "The

Stars and Stripesll into scenes of cowardice and panic, as in ~

Express, where the Captain and crew of a sinking ship pose as wornen in

order to get into the life boats.

Perhaps the most flagrant, certainly the most scurrilous, example

of this type is fl1(ooseveltAfter Inauguration", a section orie;inally

deleted from The YaGe Letters for fear of charges of obscenity or

libel or both. In it, Hoosevelt is accused of "such vile and
I

unrestrained conduct as is slameful to speak of.1I51 For Burroughs,

Roosevelt stands aa an archetype of American values but once again,

as with his pic ture of the police, he is at :)ains to strip a-laYthe

perceived hy- ocrisy and stress the self-indulgence and de ravity

which attends those who assume the mantle of power. Roosevelt's

alleged actions, in filling the lhite House with repulsive criminal-

types from the American underworld, is reported with a mock-disa proval

by Burroughs: a tone reminiscent of de Sade' s in '1'11eHisfortunes
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of Virtue and with the same intent. In each instance the wri-er is

seekin~ to convey his ~ctive approval "or t at which he affects to

de~lorc as, in Burrouu~s' case, Roosevelt brinGs the maclinery of

Ar.'lerican:_;overntJcntto the ver:._;eof ooLl.ape e and reveals t lat

~overnrnent for the seat of debauchery and inhu,an behaviour it hES

been all aLonr, , Unn:istal;:.eably,in view of the deecri.pt i.ons of the

mutating humanoid species in The Wild boys and Isewhere,Joosevelt's

closing words echo precisely Burrou~hs' own intent in his writinB:

11' I'll make the cocksuckers Glad to mutate, ' he would say, 100kinB

ff ° t of' hO ro to f d it 115
2

o - ln 0 space as 1 see~ln~ new ~ron lers 0 epravl y.

Ultimately, a vision of Burrou~hs emerbes as character in an

old woodcut which depicts the horrors of hell-fire. He seems L'i.ke

one of the demons, armed with a long fork, ushing the sinlers he has

helped entrap into the eternal fire an caperin~ with delight. His

own vision of what America should be like is so close to that fire

that it rather undercuts his complaint that the USA is ·'transforming

tiLLS planet into an annex of hellc,,53

Beneath these bitter and scabrous attacks on the sacred values of

Western society, indeed of civilization itself, there lies (or has

lain, in recent books Burroughs' vision has been far less allbitious)

an apparently revolutionary desire to subvert the whole social process.

Much of Burroughs' work s eaks of the need to destroy society in

order to free the individual, to break down the flcontrol lines" that

hold people to~ether and li~it their sense of what deSree of freedom

is :possible. The breaking of these "control lines" Celn be achieved

b" acting to remove man's physical limitations, typically through

biological devolution or alteration. However, the main way for

Burroughs has been by a number of t:lethodsseeking to break the tyrCumy

of verbal comuunication and the limits it imposes on human thought

processes.
From the first book, Burrouchs has been concerned with the
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from outside, a ci vr i t h h ovr "sendinG" can be combat ed :

What I look for in an' relationship is
contact on the non-ver~al level of intuition
and feelinG, thut is, tele~at~ic contact.
p~arently, I am not the only one interested

in ya~e. ~he ilussians are usin~ this drug
in exper Ln.ents on slave labour. They want
to induce states of automatic obedience and
literal thought control. he basic con.
ilo build-up, no routine, just nove in on
someone's psyche and Give orders. 54

Subsequently, wuch of his enerGY an: time have been spent in trying to

alert people to the dangers for freedom which are iuplicit in the

whole concept of lancuaGe:

The word of course is one of the most
powerful instruGents of control as
exercised by the ne~spaper -- and
imaGes as well, the two together of
course •.• Now if you start cutting these
up and rearranging them you are breakilg
down the control system. Fear and
prejudice are always dictated by the
control system •••• 55

The word is central to our bondage: it limits the imaGes we have

access to or, in the case of abstract or 'official' languaGe, denies

to images at all.56us access In the word Burroughs detects that

duality and division which is so debi Li.ta ti.ng in society: "'rhe 'other

Half' is the word. The 'Other Half' is an or~anism. Word is an

organism •••• The word may once have been a healthy, neural cell. It

is now a parasitic orcanism that invades and damages the central

nervous syster:l. Moder- man has lost the option of silence. ,,57 It

is this option of silence,through non-verbal cOllnu.ication, that is

the basis of Burroushs' 'revolutionary' counter-thrust against control.

Silence, as he has paradoxically indi.cated in Lnt ervi.ewe, is the

desirable state since it precludes the possibilit of word-control

and accordingly the bulk of his writing has sought to bring about or

suggest the demise of the word:

What scared you all into time? Into
body? Into shit? I will tell you:
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lithe wor c;!' Alien wo rd l1thc.!i I'The'l
wo rd of Alien :"nei:1Yir111Jri-SOrisI tnco"
in Time. In Lady. I .::ihit.Priso er,
co~e out. The greJt skies a_e open.
1 Hass n i Sabbah rub out the word
forever. 58

The chief weapon BurrouGhs as proposed to use in this way has

been 11Cut-Up, 11 a 'systen' of pr-oduci.ng litera ture for which S01,le fairly

extrava:.;ant cLai.us have been .aade, Easical.LY, tlCut-Upl!consi.sts of

slicing u one or more pieces of writing aDd rear "a Gins them in a

random fo.shion. ltFold-Inl!sinilarly consists of foldinc up different

articles and then placin~ them side by side, ac if reo.d~nG a newspaper

from left to ri~ht across the columns. This not anI breaks down the

old control lines by wh.ich 'to ey' mani.pu.Late t iie reader but also yiel's

wonderful, new meaninGs. In The Job Burrou3hs clains that

I would say that my most interestin~
experience with the earlier techniques
was the realization that ~~len you mo.ke
cut-ups you do not simply 0et random
juxtapositions of words, that they do
mean something, and often these meanings
refer to some future ovent •••• I have
seen enough exam les to convince me that
cut-~ s are a basic key to the nature
and function of words. 59

However, this pr-LncLpLe of revelation through randomness has been

racked with self-defeating contradiction. In the first place urrouLhs

has continued to exercise control, not only over the sel ction of

material for cut-ups but over the selection and publication of the

results, thereby reintroducin· the notion of control into the system.

Secondly, the Cut-Up ma~ifesto, Minutes To Go, announces its intention

in a poem, adzri.tt edLy by Brion Gysin, wh.i.ch eschews the use of cut-up,

IJresumably for the s.ake of clarity of intent.60 Eventually, even

BurToughs has become somewha t disenchanted viith Cut-Up, complaining

that he left "too much rather undifferentiated cut-up material,"61

in his ecrly books. Nonetheless, both he and Gysin still hold that

the system has validity and more limited and selective use 0 it

has survived in the books up to Cities Of The Red Pisht and
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word has oxten cd to the projected use of aninal whistl san' chir')s

and a ~rowinL faith

in the strengths and possibilities of replacinG the written worJ with

a pictorial 3y.::;teEl,as at t.erapted in "he Dook Of lJreeethinc. Neither

ic;.easee~jlSto hav e cau ght the avant e gardc imauinc.tion in the vJay that

Cut-Up did. EoI' do they seen to offer 'lim an ,.:;enuinehope of rubbing

cut the word, El venture w h.i.ch even BurI'ou~hs accms pr areu to adnrit

was rather l2r~er and more complex than he allowed: III c.on't think

when I said that I had any clear idea as to what it would involve, or

even what words were. I have a much clearer idea now, as to w.at would
63be involved, but .its somethi G pretty dz-aet i c v!'

Elsewhere, people have tended to be lees than sympathetic tow~rd

that 3urroughs' e~:periments have proved to be more deadening than

enlighteninz and many readers must feel drawn to aGree with rewarks

lil::ethe one ma de by David Lodge to the effect that "Nov a Express,
'L

wha t eve r eLce .i,t uav b' t di b k rt
6 ~• ~ _ .e, lS a very e .lOUS 00. Even the author

himself would appear to be in agreement 'lith this particular observation

since he has, with regal" to his over-use of expericental techniques

in that particular book, admitted that III don't feel that Nova. E-_I)ress

is in ally sense a wh oLLy successful book.1I65

Tellingly, Gregory Corso, one of the contributors to the first

cut-up book, Minutes To Go, became disillusioned with the whole

venture wh.ich he described as "uninspired machine-poetry.1166 Ultimately,

Cut-Up has been a failure, and a costly one for Burroughs personally,

dravrLng Cl. ttention away from ~ he has to say in a flurry of concern

about the Hay he is t ryi.ng to say it. Too often Cut-U has sLm ly not

worked and, when it has, has worked in a way contrary to BurrouGhs'

intentions. As 1hab Hassan has suggested, Cut-Up is most effective

when the method
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is used both cannily and spurin~ly.
Catch phr ases ac,"uire force becauec
they are forced into sudden .l!l'o"inity
with other sloGans •.•• The shock of
surprise is a contrived s_ock, and the
Rathod turns out, in this c~se, to be
more cerebral than BurrouGhs aduits.
Its chief v~lue lies not in ato~izin~
lanGuage but rat~er in ciisclosing the
connections between the seJarate facts
of outrace in our time. 67

The violence w~ich Burrou2hs seeks to do to lanouabe reflects the

violelce he sees as natural to society a d as necessary to its

ov ert hrow , In seekin:::.;to d.iauan tle Lan.juar,e e is, in Pe tel'Le\vis'

umari life •••68 by a t temp ti.ng to destroy "man's

supre~ely diGtin0uishing feature ••••!! nd yet, des1ite wisling us back

to a pre-civilized state of developnent, to an era of huntinG aeks,

chaos and savagery G[) envisaged in The Ilild Boys, BurrouGhs ap ar ntly

does not see this masoiv e La ck of faith in hunan possibility as a

ne gat i.ve or pessimistic judGer,ient:!l ••• 1 don't feel that ,-ycharacters,

the books in which they a :pear, are rei'lecting a. no od of despair,1l69or

he told Daniel Odier. However, the des·'air is surely there Gnd can

be summGrized in a remark he once made, also to Daniel Odier: I!I

don't think there is rOOL for more than one person, that is, one will,

on any planet.1170

The truth, as Richard Kostelaf1t:tzhas sugc_;ested, is that IIBurroughs

without his compositional methods can produce better prose than

h I, 1171 ,Burrouzhs-cum-parap erna la.... lt is worth recording that later

books, notably Cities Of The ed Night and The Place Of Dead Roads,

rely on a far more cOlventional sort of intertextuality than Cut-up,

frequently juxtaposing event and cultural echo, drawing upon and

'f ' lld'.Df' 1L. 1 72quotlng rom VIlee y ar .eri.ng cu t ura sources. Nonetheless it is

the supposedly experimental nature of Burrou.'hs' prose that has won

him much critical acclaim and it would seem that it is his

abandonment of literary convention as much as his 'message' which has

won him the support of the so-called counter-culture. From the Beat
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Generation and the British Undcr~round as dejicted in Jeff Nut~all's

Bomb Culture to the roc~ music cultuLe of RollinG Stone in the

seventies, Burroul;hs has served as a dark , rac her' mysterious fat ho r=-

figure, an Alternative Culture le2der.73 Yet, on examination, there

is litLle that is C;enuinely revolutionary in Lurrou hs' ;:Jtyle. If Cut-up ,11

i~ in fact, nothing more th'n an updated D~da -ist device and his

idiosyncratic use of ca~ital letters h~rdly seems revolutionar' in the

context of a writer like e.e. cummin~s. -eyold that, Burrough~

'oriGinal' stylistic devices merely amount to the re-creation uf

regi.onaL American and Sllanish-j~merican accents and a f'ondueaa for

lliuses &n~ dashes which serve to echo the 'u finished' nature of

conversation and add to the staccato, discontinuous effect of his

sub j ect-cnatt er , Here aGain, these devices are hardly Lnncvat i.ve

belonging, as they do, to the 'local colour' style of American

writing popularized by writers like Bret Harte, Josh Billilgs and

Joel Chandler Harris and to the pulp-paperback genre of American

fiction of the late nineteen-twenties and thirties, notably that of

Janes h. Cain and Horace McCoy.

There is, in fact, very little that could be considered

revolutionary in BurrouGhs' style: as James E. Tanner has observed,

flit is interesting to note that he seLdom violates the u'raI)hic

r-equi.r-ements -- linearity, continuity, uniformity of EnGlish prose •.•. 1f 74

This is not to say that Burroughs has no ability as a writer: he can

vir ite with r-ema r-ka.b Le powe r and clarity and possesses a considerable

comic talent. It is simply that, as an innovator, an experimenter, his

style has hindered rather than assisted the expression of his fictive

imaGination.

Clearly William BurrouThs differs, in a number of respects, from

the other writers considered here. It is, perhaps, a difference

dramatically and over-theatrically underlined by his stylistic

idiosyncracies but it exists nonetheless. It is, above all, his
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conceclptUQUS aaseseme nt of hunan iro r-t h an c su. abt.;indictt[ientof hui an

society that distinguishes Burrou~lw, particul' rly froJ the Jewish

wrLtere , all of vrhor., di.spLa T a f undamen t aL belief i the value of Dan

as a social beinu to~ct er with a concern to salvabe, ~reGerve and

honour all that is noble or ost i.n.a oLe in huraan civilization. To a

certain extent this also distances him frou Updike aid Cheever, both of

whom can be seen as honouring, through their writinc, the liberal,

human.itarLan virtues of v.e st er-n socioty even as they SilOi'[ how that

society increasinGly debc.:tsesand devalues the il~iviQual (as in the

case of Lemuel Sears or Harry Ansstrom) by its insistent and relentless

pressure to C onfo Ll anci submi,t , For Burrou.che 11huma ni.tari.an!'virtues

have no value ana. although there is acou t the work of both Cheever and

Updike a cast of social pessimism ~bsent from or only sJoradically

present in the writing of Eellow, Malamu _ or potok the intensity of

that pessi cu.em is significantly creElter in Burroughs' fie tion, is far

more extreme and violent. His vision of the individual, for instance,

is darkly pessimistic, as may be obse ved from his understanding of

,Ihat he as terwed lithe Algebra of Need.,,'75 VJhother escribing the

drug pyramid or ~olitical orreligious hierarchies, the individuals in

Eurroughs' world arB always held in thr 11 an their ultimate urpose

is to feed the need for power which exists at the aTex of the ower

pyramid. As this need is, characteristically, a need to preserve and

extend the control exerted over the yramid, the futility and absurdity

of humanity cannot be over-emphasized. In 'rhe Naked Lunch Burr-oughe

explains: Ilyou see control can never be a me arrs to a ractical end ••••

It can never be a neans to any thine; but more control •••• 1176 It is a

belief which has led him to make some a~parently radical propositions

for freeing the individual from restrictions of all kinds and has

caused him to reject 'ortho ox' revolutionary models as being nothing

more than replacement control systems. Whether his own aodels are

Genuinely any different in their ap~roach to control is so ethin I
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,Iant to turn to later, some thi.n.,central to l.lY convLc t i ori that Burroughe '

books merely show us lile on the far side of the world's mirror.

However, behind these proposals the_e runs a vein of des lair

reGarding the ~06si~ility of freedo~ for the inaividual w iel is ~rescnt

in all of BurrouGhs' \JritinG ana which seems to s-rd, G out of an :;,nuer

at the restrictions which the mortal body ~laces upon the mind. In

Ln t ervi ew bU.r:COU:)lS ha s aTGued litra t free me don't ex.'st on this p.Larie t

at this time because they don't exist in hUllan bodies. ss the mere fac t

of bei.n, in a hunan bocy you're con trolled by 2,11 sorts 01' oi.oLogi.cand

envLronme n taI, ncceGsitics.1177 In i ac t , or Burrou~hs, there is no

~ossiLility of freedom outsine the realm of chaos and formlessness to

which it is nearly inpossible to escape. In the ~ost profound sense man

is imprisoned and, as the word is the ke- which locks the cell, so the

cell itself is the bo-y. ~ord and body are specifically linked in this

context in Nova Express: l1\'Jhatscared you all into ti.me? Into body?

Into Shit'? I viill tell you: '78'the word ,11 Fre0uently the body is

depicted as an entrapment of the individual and not really part of hi.,

as in The Naked Lunch where a Ch,L acter is described as "weari.ng a

misshapen overcoat of flesh.1179 Here it has become a Garment, an

addition, and one which performs no Dare helpful a function than does

a straitjacket or handcuffs.

In fact, Burroughs' pessimism concerning the human condition is

characterized by his insistence on the physical existence of deliberate

and active disabling factorG to human freedom. These imprisoning forces

take on an actual presence which contrasts _JI·i:t:h,~say " Patak's vision

o~ a world in which humanity itself acts to efine the condition of

hunan life. For Burroubhs society is not even accidentall' harmful but

is j_'Jreyto 11 innumerable GO s" who have malevolent intentions. He has

remarked that III don't think anything haJpens in this universe except

by some power or individual -- waking it happen. Nothing ha pens of

itself,!180 and this feeling is extended to cover even inanilate
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objects and Bubstances. ~ven neroi is ~iven a ~hy0ical resence in

the ~thcrwise narrowly redlistic Ju ~ie: it 'haunts' an area ~nd

L· t d ~"" . t f .t 1 1 d d· . l' 31con~lnues 0 we~L ln a ~ar 0 a Cl y Ol~ a)an one by Jun~es.
() r)

., 'It 1 hold.'ll°c...arid t L t l bod .FUr t.her.no re at a. ces U-J. eats at ne odi.ea of l ts vic tims:

ne r-eport a of one of hi,eacquai.ntances that IIthere was not much l,eft

of Nic. His constant, unsatisfied hunGer had 'ourned out all other
°3concerns.nu

This simplistic, aluoot s~jerstitious, belief i_ the physicalit'

of whut are essentially abs1:ract i'eas aId effects is one of the reasons

':/l1y BurrouGhs has been so at horne an'i.dthe space mon sters in the

predouinantly escapist ~ode of science fantasy. It has 81 bled him to

insist upon the literality an actuality of Ilsenders,1Icharacters able

to .issue and enforce thei r orders telepathically on othcr , and also

of a schome to suppress (for unape ci f i.ed r-easons ) a cure for he coruruo n

cold. 'I'ue manifest oddity of such beliefs arc: .)L..ced i context b _

soue of Burrou~hs' other control and conspiracy theories. Soce of

the mo re appo aLi.ng of these include the belief that the Lncome tax laws

were passed to prevent more people rom becominc very rich, thereby

concentrating corporate wealth and power in relatively f w hanas, and

his cOltention that the Harrison }arcotics Act outlawed drugs because

t.hrou.jh drugs the U.s. control mac hi.ne could be unmasked. In Ah pook Is

Here Burroughs even 60es so far as to sUGGest that the passing of the

Oriental Exclusion Acts sprang from a fear that the Chinese languaye,

",,[hichallows for" eriods of silence and undirectec thought •••,,~4 might

prove unpro6rammable for Arrerican control forces, unlike the J::nglish

languase which is eminently suitable for the purposes of control.

Unfortunately for Burroughs, his apparent willil1"ness to conduct

his arGuments by recourse to 'Flash Gordon' style plots and charo.cters

tend~ undermine what frequently promises to be trenchant criticism

on the subject of human bondaiSe. In The Naked Lunch, for instance,

he uses his considerable comic talents to attack the world's eajor
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politic~l and relicious ~rou?inb6 bafol'e bcin~ si6etrached by the

repect ed hallwino epi.sodes Hhien dubiously scck to est abLa.s h "the

representative act of the humun warl as ..• the erotic act of
o r:

1 '1". .,U7_:1 ..Llng •••• I Nova :::::'ores6o i.im.Li r1y opens l_)ro;:iisinc..:1, cas tiGating

"you p01tlerS be hind w n., t f'riLth deaLe c orie unnu tea. in 1,lh". t Luv atory to
86

take what is not yours. To sell the ~round from unborn feet forever __ ~I

before collapsing into an over-lo ~ cataloGue of Cut-up, much of which

is also used in De~d Fin~ers Talk.

In )lace of any sucn concert ed attacks on ca,». alism, commun i s

or Christicmi ty, Burrou, lS has preferred, too o f t en , to dr-aw his battle

line alonG the broa~ plain of the ~encration ~ap. However, unlike

J. D. Sc~lill}2ror even Cha i.n otok ~le has not truly used the troubled

~e 'iad of a~olescence and atiolcscent rebellion as a way of exanining

and criticizing the noral flaccidity of the adult world. 2ather he

has sousht to support and encoura~e 90tentia1 unrest aDon~ the youn

as an end in itself, sU(_,Gestine;for instance, in 1969, that "it is lOW

virtually 8a cr ime to be young. II 7 There is no useful inter' retation

that can be put on suc 1 a statement, coinciding as it did with a time

when the younC; we re achieving greater political and economic power

than they had ever had before. In fact, this supposedly revolutionary

and oppressed generation has, in America at leas t, ultit:1Btely proved

r-ema.rkabLy supportive of society. The 'Nel,O[Left,' encompas si.ng the

ilippie drug-culture, the SDS and even The Weather~en, has sicnally

failed to live up to its revolutionary proDise, as the rehabilitation

of Tom HayJen ano. the utter trans for ation of David Stockman indicate.

Just as Burroughs' Jrognoses on the nature of the barriers to

human freedom are seen to be undermir ed by poor, occasionall' facile,

judgement so are his .lans for realizing this freedoo disabled by he

ir.1plausibility and fie tive Ii thLnne ss" of his projec tions. Indeed,

Given his belief that free individuals II 0 not exist in In.1.l:anbodies,"

there is little hope of achieving any real freedom and the attem ts that
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Burrou~hs has M~de to derict SUCII freedom h~ve done little to sugGest

t ha t there is anywhcr e e Ls e wor th Going. Obviously, the io rc fan tas tic

elc5ents of his writin0' such as the GutatinG and re~roducin~ sub-

epe ci.es in The ;"JildBo s or the lI\Jirus3-23" \-1 .i.ch "brought about

nothing more than private and perver~e sexual fa tasy. It is,

howev3r, less easy to iGnore the contradiction ~n~ failinus which

unoe rLi.ne the broad thrus and direc tion 0 much of his WOI' •

The world which BurrouGhs hus consistently attacked and sou~ht

to escape from is one marked by cruelty "nd exploitation. Despite

this, he has never, convincinGly, succeeded in port_a"inc his heroes

as people capable of constructing new societies free of precisely

those defects, and it is in this sense tllut one be~iLs to feel

Burrou~hs' fictive world is merely a mirror image of the one he,

apparently reluctantly, inhabits. In Cities Of The Red Night, for

~xample, he hurries over the use of women as forced child bearers to

the homosexual warrLo.r hordes by expLei.ni.ng that 11they all receive

a handsome dowry should they VJish to marry •••1!89 and account for

the revolutionaries' creation of new working classes b saying that
~olIthe Indi'ns are offered good pay to work in our ever-expanding shop ••••

Such r~tionalizations inevitably have a hollow ring. A art from the

unsettling sight of the antimaterialist Bur ouehs throwin money at

the exploited in such a cavalier manner, the projects sit ill tease

alonGside the revolutionaties' society in which the paramount right

is !Iyour right to live whe re you wan t , w i t.hcompanions of your

choosing under laws to which you agree •••• It 91 1',,1oreover,there is

little else in the behaviour of the revolutionaries to authenticate

such caring and magnanimous treatment. On the contrary, they

demon~trate an indifference to, even an enthusiasm for, hWlan sufferin~

that sur-passee much of that Lmp ut ed to their enemies. Barely a pae

after offering the Indians such beneficial and enlightened terms of
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onpLoymen t , Noah Jlake and his com- 8.I ions come upo and capture one

of the eneray: l'vJethen beat the 11'1o.nunco is ci.ous and t.hrevr hi m into

the harbour and "latched him sink.1192 Such har-el ness is characteristic

of Burroughs' heroes, one of whom, for exa~ple, desc ibes an

asaas si iat i on as IIeasy, crec.'.syand lots 0 f fun. 11
93

All of this ii.:lpliesa doubLe standard at t. or-kand nowhere is this

more obvious than in the 1'ollohTinGtHO exa..rpLes of a burni.ng, The

fi.rot , in ri'heiJaJ:~e(;tLunch, concerns a bunch of rednec cs:

They burned that 01' nig~8r OVer il
Cunt Lick. Kib~er had ~he aftosa
and it left him stale blind ••••
So t iris wn i t e gi rL dOHI1 f rom 'l.\exarkana
ecr-eeches out:
"'1'(0],that 01' nigGer is looking at me
so nasty. Land's sake I feel just uirt
allover. '
n'N01'I, Sweet 'I'hi.ng , don't you fret yourself.
Me an' the boys will burn him.'
Il'Do it slow, Honey Face. Do it slow.
He's uive me a sick headach .'
llSO they burned the nigGer and that 01'
boy too~ his wife and went back up to
Texarkana without paying or the ~asoline
and old l-l±ris1.JerinGLou runs the service
station couldn't talk about nothing else
all Fall: 'These city fellers come down
here a ti burn a niG~er and don't even
settle up for tie Gasoline.' 94

This, Burrou;;hs a,Lt,earsto be sugt:;esting, is the depths to whi.ch riGht

wing Bible-belt Christianity has allowed humanity to sink. In

The 'dild Boys there is another burn.Lnc:

"'rhey rush in anywhere nie e young couple
sittin~ in their chintzy middle-class
livinG room when hellol yes hellol the
6as boys rush in douse ther head to foot
v-lith a pu.up fire extinguisher full of
Gasoline and I got some good ictures
from a closet where I had prudently
taken refuge. Shot of the boy who lit
the match he let the rank and file slosh
his couple then he lit a Swan match face
younB pure, pitiless as the cleansin~
fire broubht the match close enough to
catch the fumes. Then he lit a Player
with the same match sucked the smoke in
and smiled, he was listening to the screams
and I thouc;ht l'Y God what a cigarette ad •••• " 95
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posi ti.on on tni.s is rnaue mani.f est by his drn i esi.on thut he f i.nds

r1'he':JilccLays se enario t! ci si.r-abl.e, Yes, 96desirable to me." Si,;lilarly,

his aVjJarent oppoe i.tLon to the _iractice of 'sendin(:;'as beLn.,

antithetical to total hum&n freedolJli underLined by his enthusiasm

for Bussan i Sabbah. This character, who a~ ears in a number of

Burrou~hs' works, was historiccllly the leader of a twelft century

band of terrorists operatin~ throubhout the Islamic npire. Burrou~hs

p~rovinbly SUbbests that -assan controlled his assassins by means

of teLepa thy and drugs from his near-illll.Jre:.:;nublestron,shold in

Alamout yet is ap}arently unaware of how close this brin~s Iassan to

being a 'sencier' operat i.ng the kind of C.I.A. network t hat he

elsewhere deplores. 'I'he deterLininG fac tor for tiUrrouwhs, evi.der tly,

is not that of control and exploitation opposing freedom but of

whose side the exploiter is on. Hassan i Sabbah as a rebel aGainst

Islan is, therefore, a good exploiter in the way that t le Wild ay

performs a good burning one directed against 'straibht' society.

The true extent of Burroushs' belief in freedom and tal rance can

be demonstrated by the advice on dissidents he o~fers the revolutionaries

in Cities Of The Re NiGht: 'I •••. S soon as these individuals are

discovered, either by advance intelligence or by on-the-spot

observation, they ,,!illbe killed on any pretext.fl97 It is advice which

also il~uminates the nature of the escape William Lee achieves at

the end of The Naked Lunch, an escape to the "far side of the world's

. ,,98mlrror.... In affecting such an e~cape, Burrou&hs does not seek

to alter materially or improve the world but, rather, to re-define the

power balance in favour of those ~ike hilself. The etern 1 outsider,

he wants to come inside by reversing the ima~e, thereby mavin from

his perceived position of exploited to one of undoubted e 'ploiter.

Ultimately, Burrou6hs does not seek to end or miti6ate the malign

influences he feels are at work in the universe, merely to enlist
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UItinataly, the picture w h.i.ch 8f.lerGeSofliilliam .sur rourjhs stands

in stark contrast to the accepted 1tJisdomab cu t h i.n., Hi-'otherthan

'.::n(~a;_;inbin any benuine at t eup t to 201 tel' our l)ercc)tion of 1:,(.Ul in

society, .3urrout_;:lshas een conten s i.np.Ly to posture and attitudinize,
oc,

to be come sometrlint_;of a literar] countel')_)u.rtto md.y~,)arhol.// s

Leslie Fiedler sor.iewhnt tent' tively (~uGge3ted in End,

Duch of Burro~~hs' writinu is frauciulent. He has set himself up as

the eminence-, rise of a literary l:lOVeuent\'lith\,1~lj_che had no syrrpat hy

or points of alicnment and as the herald of a youth Lovement in a

~eneration with which he had little benuine contact anu which really

never existed in the form and colours he described. Finally, and

most significantly, he has not believed sorue of the ideals e has

overtly supported and has not been the revolutionury he has been uleased

to pose as being.

He reveals himself, finally, as a decadent. Throu6hout his work

there is El self-regardin,,; complacency in his a parent ll1iseryand

frustration, a sense of his belief in his own superiorit· evide lt from

tie very first page of Junkie.100 It is a mood which is enca' sulated

by Joseijhine Hen di,n's description of his tlsmuc vindictive fury.1I
101

There is a certain resemblance to Baudelaire in his celebration of the

perverse, his splenetic outbursts and his insistence on the existence

of an invisible world which sha~es &nd dictates the events of our own

but mor e pronouncedly, as Halcolr;1Bradbu r-y has observed, there is a

similarity to the 'Dec' cient' writers of the last years of the

nineteenth century or to that of a minor El1""lishnovelist, Denton

102Welch. Specifically, BurrouGhs' work shares with theirs a nausea

at being alive whi.ch manifests itself in Itasense of overwhelming

sickness, belief that life lacks meaning and human significance. It

portrays sexual deviance and violence in the context of boredom with

"0'man as .an •.• ' ~ that cannot be disguised by a superficial ~ eal to
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chanLe the future. The superficiality of this d~Jeal is ~ade clear

by the abrupt arid appar-entLy poi.nt Less abou t+f'ace wh i.cn closes

Cities Of mhe Red NiGht. Ilav i.ng c ar tea the vic tory 0 f the rebels

over the oJ!l_)ressivecolonialist re.;i)"esin both Africa and South

A~erica, Burrou~hs suddenly develops 'cold feet' about the victories

just as they arc within his ~rasp:

I didn't want to ~rite about this or what
followed. Gua~~~uil, Lima, Santiago and all
others I didn't see. The easiest victories
are tile .nost coct Ly in the end. I h;_;·.veblown
Cl. hole in t Lrae w i.t h a 'irecraci;:er. Le t others
step throu~h. lIto what biG~er and biuGer
firecrackers? Better weapons lead to better
and better weapons, ultil the earth is a
grenade with the fuse burninG' I remember a
d~eam of my childhood. I am in a beautiful
oarden. As I reach out to toue_ the flowers
they wither unQer my hanas. A ni_;htmare
feelinG of forebodin~ and desolation co~es over
me as a great mushrooo-shaped cloud durkens
the earth. A few Day get thrOUGh the bate in
time. Like Spain, I am bound to the past. 104

It is as if Burrou;hs is reGretting the cOLbative tone, not only Qf
this book but of all his vork, and iuplicitly rejectins the vic aries

he has described in the later novels. The most notable fact, however,

is the tone of the last paraGraph which 'rinGs tosether familiar

'decadent' themes like flowers, decayin; beauty and man's poisonous

influence on the worLd , tOGether with a sense of man's u. time te doom

and the particularly tragic implications of this for the artist.

This tone of cloyiuS, cosy regretfulness is aL~lified in

The Place Of Dead Roads where such familiar ingredients as space

and tiDe travel, homosexual warrior 6anGs and ruthless brutality are

undermined by the wearied note of melancholy at the novel's core.

Indec::c1,the entire third section of the novel, II uien ES,II records

the collapse of Kim Carsons' efforts, the im ossibility of escaping

mortal and social confines.105 Despite his time-travelling efforts

at revolut ion Kir:.1is If de2,dlined" to meet his pursuer, Hi te Chase,

at Boulder, Colorado on september 17, 1899 and his defeat is

ultimate and total. From the beginnin' of the novel escape is
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depa ct ed in terns of bLaet i.ng El. hole in the sl:y and' ct a t the end

that escu~e is de2th, a release fro~ life l'ather than El. release into
'106freedom. In this respect, -urrou__;Ilsco.ne s v ei:v close to t hc.t.

dOOD laden ro~antic cpirit which moved late Victorian writers liKe

Erneat ~owson and Aubrey 'eardale- and he beccues heir to their

concerns.

His work, especially that frow The ~ild Eoys to date, is, in

the end, deeply unsa t i.st'y i.n.,since it Lacks the .;cnuine impulse for

social chanbe and revolution w_ic it purports to car_y and which is,

indeed, the overt raison dletre of the later books. Burro 2,"hSl

increasinulj h sterical youth-worship takes on the aspect 0 an

aGinG man tryinG to put of_ the spectre of death and Duch of his

writing has the tone ofmdo-erotic fantasizinG given credence b, its

supposed literary and revolutionary merit. It is, in the end,

d.iffLc uLt not to ag.ree with Peter Lew i s ' assessment that ".Gurrou;_:;hs

is not a revolutionary but a decadent; he represents bourgeois

i dividualism, not in its healthy artistic state, but at its last,

r a t tLi.n« ''''C'IJ 1,107et.. v 1I - -Cl uLA.IJ • He emerges as a man who, unable to take the world

as he finds it, has withdrawn into a des Esseintes-st 'le of hothouse

exoticism in which he can, as a writer, re-assume a sense of control.

ThrouGh his fiction, BurrouBhs has been able to create an artificial

world, one which rejects either God or moral purpose, a fanciful

wo rI,cye tone wh i,ch is intensely foolish and rofoundly evil: a

world existinG only on the far side of the mirror.
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CHAPTEH SIX

THE JEVIISH VOICE

In 1975, four years after Tony Tanner convincingly characterized

American fiction of the 1960's in terms of "flight" and "entropy" and

two years before Josephine Hendin's survey would summarize the literature

of the post-war period as that of a "vulnerable people", Sheldon Grebstein,

in reviewing Chaim Patak's The Chosen, observed that the book embodied

"some of the basic emphases and materials of the Jewish Movement •••"

amongst which he numbered "an essentially affirmative view of human nature. It 1

At this point the unsuspecting reader, perhaps one who fell among the pages

of Studies In American Jewish Literature on his/her way from Jonathan

Baumbach to Jerome Klinkowi tz (a not altogether apt parallel of the journey

from Jerusalem to Jericho) is entitled to make some expression of surprise,
or at least to do a somewhat urischo.ar-Ly "double take".

Grebstein is, after all, making an assertion which patently flies in

the face of prevailing critical wisdoms, which seems to contradict and

confound the general outlook and temper of the mainstream of contemporary

American fiction. Nonetheless, to the reader familiar with the fiction

of Chaim Patak or, for that matter, Saul Bellow or Bernard ~alamud, to the

reader who has been diligent in his perusal of the critical writings of

Leslie Fiedler, Alfred Kazin, Max Schulz and Irving Howe ( to name but a

very few) such an asser~ion may not seem all that remarkable. Quite

clearly in the years since World War Two an identifiable body of Jewish

writing has taken shape in American literary culture in a way that,

equally clearly, has not been the case with other, similar cultural or
h . 2et nlC groups. Perhaps more significantly this 'body' has exhibited

sufficient cohesiveness, sufficient similarity of moral intent and

philosophical content to justify the generalized interests of a

distinguished body of critics. Thus, while it is possible to sympathize

with Saul Bellow's often-quoted objection to being regarded as part of
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the "Hart, Schaffner and Marx" of Jewish American literature, 3 it is

impossible to agree with the implication, made explicit in the words

of Bernard Malamud, that there i,sno such thing as a "Jewish-American

novelist" and that "the term is sehemat i c and reductive." 4 Indeed, so

distinguished and distinctive has been this body of literature, so

central have been its concerns to the wider concerns of the American

mainstream, that it has ultimately if not usurped then become a

significant part of that mainstream.

There have been Jews in America\. almost from the beginnings of the

continent as a European Colonial enterprize. The first Jewish settlers

arrived, via Brazil and much to the distress of Peter Stuyve J3> ant (the

Dutch Colonial Governor of New Amsterdam), in 1654. However, it was not

until the nineteenth century that there began to be a sizeable Jewish

community in the USA, swelled firstly with the arrival of German speaking

Jews after 1836 and subsequently, between 1880 and 1914, with the

immigration of some two and one half million East European, Yiddish-

speaking Jews, predominantly from Russia and Poland. Similarly there

have been, for over a century, Jewish writers worthy of inclusion in the

national literary canon. From the pub'11cationof 'Emma Lazarus' volume

Songs of A Semite in 1882 to the novels of Daniel Fuchs and Henry Roth

in the 1930s there existed a tradition of Jewish writers overtly

exploring the explicitly American experience of Jews.5 Uowever, perhaps

because of the particularized nature of their concerns, these writers

were no more than marginal figures on the literary scene, minor writers

more interesting for their rendering of a particular type of local colour

than for any wider literary distinction. This, not altogether just,

judgement has continued to haunt and hinder the appreciation of pre-war

works of considerable merit such as The Rise Of David Levinsky, and

particularly Call It Sleep and it was not until after the Seoond World War

that the literary presence of American Jews began to be felt in any degree.

A variety of reasons can be adduced for this sudden appearance of



talent, evident to clifferin,gdegrees in the fields of drama, poetry and

criticism as well as fiction. Certainly the greater degree of assimilation

achieved by the post-war generation made their acceptance less problematic

and it is possible that the burden of status (as the last significant

Jewish community of the Diaspora, following the virtual obliteration of

European Yiddish culture) has weighed heavily, if somewhat obliquely, on

the cultural consciences of Jewish-American artists. More tellingly it

might be because, in the words of Leslie Fiedler :

the Jewish-American mind, conditioned by two
thousand years of history, provides other
Americans with ways of escaping the trap of
vacillation between isolationism and expatriation,
chauvinism and self-hatred. Jewish-American
writers are, by and large, neither expatriates
nor "boosters". and they do not create in their,
protagonists images of the expatriate or the
"booster." More typically, they have begun to
produce moderately cynical accounts of
inpatriation, the flight from the quasi-European
metropolis to the provincial small town. This
flight they have, indeed, lived, moving in quest 6
of more ultimate exile not out of but into America ••••

Whatever the underlying reasons for this success (and assuredly they

are as complex as they are numerous) it is undeniable that "with the

award of Nobel prizes for literature to Saul Bellow in 1976 and Isaac

Bashevis Singer in 1978, Jewish-American writing has taken its place

on a world stage.,,7 Moreover, an undeniable part of that success rests

on a widespread willingness, on the part of American-3ewiah writers, to

affirm and to wri te Ii terature which "contains a strongly optimistic

note, a feeling that while the world may be a difficult place, man's

task is to attempt to understand his role in it and, more importantly,

to have compassion for the difficulties of his fellow men who are in

h . t· . ,,8t e same POS1 10n as ne.

This is not to suggest that every Jewish-American writer since 1945
has pledged allegiance to the flag of moral optimism. Indeed the

Roth J. . .European legacy of Franz Kafka and Joseph m111tates against any fac1lely

affirmative vision of the human condition and, closer to home, the

concerns of pre-war Jewish writers were hardly the stuff of easy optimism.
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As The Rise Of David Levinsky, Haunch, Paunch and Jowl and Call It Sleep

readily attest Jewish perceptions of America in the first four decades

of the twentieth century hardly reinforce or conform to Emma Lazarus'

expressions of hope in "The New Colossus.,,9 However, what is notable is

that, in post-war writing, the affirmative, optimistic expression is most

apparent in the work of those writers who have a positive relationship to

their Jewish heritage and who have been able to seize the spirit of it,

injecting that spirit into their literary creations. This is true not

only of the three novelists chiefly under consideration but also of that

of a number of their contemporaries like Edward Lewis Wallant or the

playwright and novelist Arthur Miller and it is evident even in the

writing of supposedly bleak, 'bl~ck' comedians such as Wallace Markfield

and Bruce Jay Friedman. Equally, it is amongst the least Judaized

writers -- Norman Mailer, J.D. Salinger, Joseph Heller -- that this sense

of affirmation is weakest or least in evidence although the absence of a

'Jewish dimension' is hardly an accusation to be laid at the door of the

most public of literary Jewish dissidents Philip Roth. However, even with

Roth and Heller there is some sense of their changing perceptions of

Judaism and their relationship with it. For instance Good As Gold, the

first book in which Heller felt able to work with his JewiShness,IO has

a distinctly more upbeat ending in its closing image of assimilation and

reconciliation while there seems to be a sense of expiation, a request if

not for forgiveness then at least for reappraisal, in Roth's Zuckerman

t 'I 11r~ ogy.

Thus it is that Sheldon Grebstein can argue the existence of a Jewish

Movement -- although certainly not a Jewish 'School' centring on a

common, essentially optimistic evaluation of humanity. It is optimistic

not in any shallow flboosterish" sense but because, as Leslie Fiedler has

suggested, in Waiting For The End, the Jew, a master of marginality at a

time when all men feel marginal, is better placed to comprehend and express
the nature of such confused times. It is in this sense above all that the
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Jewish-American experience has become the central, definin experience

of post-war America. The condition of the Jewish fictional protagonist

so closely resembles the condition of "everyman" because so

much Jewish-American literature contains
the essence of the immigrant experience
in its stress upon the individual at
odds with the values of the world in
which he finds himself. The success
of this literature rests upon its
awareness that life is difficult and
problematical for all men and has always
been so. In the twentieth century,
however, there are the added stTaIDS of
alienation related to the pressures of
an urban, fragmented society in which
man is very small indeed and in which
the old sureties of widely accepted
value syst ems no longer exist. 12

This, in some way, is true of all three writers to be considered here.

1fhether in the form of the abiding moral memories of :3aul 'Bellow's Jews,13

l~alarnud's often-quoted assertion that "aU.men are Je1,1\19", or in Potok's

depiction of post-Holocaust Jews as potential healers of our "broken

universe," all share in a conviction that the Jew has a special

contemporary responsibility as guide or moral leader and emphasize the

significant dimension of social concern which traditionally has informed

the life of the Jewish community while rejecting any overtly pessimistic

evaluation of the human condition.

Arguably, such a rejection emanates from the same moral certitude,

the "security of values",14 which eighteenth and nineteenth century Jews

experienced in the oppressive ghettoes of Eastern Europe. It takes

the form of a willingness to confront the harshest demands of oppressive

and antipathetic societies bolstered by a Yiddish culture which provides

a retreat from the harsh unpleasantness of the wider society and an

instruction into ways of accommodating the ineluctable vicissitudes of

life by achieving what Ruth Wisse has described as an "Ironic balance

for psychic survival.,,15 This balance emanates from
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an umierlying attitude to life that derives
somehow from the core of the Jewish
experience: learning how to live and cope
with the continuous expectation of uncertainty,
contradictions, the unpredictable, the
unanticipated, and the unfathomable, with
the realization that adversity, trouble,
grief, and sorrow~, all embodied in the
Yiddish word tsuris, are the normal conditions
of life. 16

The Jews of the Diaspora, those who were attached to Yiddishkeit, knew

that their culture could sustain them, could provide them with sufficient

moral poise and spiritual balance to help them withstand the fiercest

buffeting and the most demanding attacks on their sense of hope and purpose.

It is the survival of this moral poise and spiritual balance in American-

Jewish culture, albeit not in the original form, that sustains the

optimism of the present day Jewish-American novelists: sustains them

even in the face of pressures as severe in their way as those confronting

the shtetl dweller depicted by ~holem Aleichem. Saul Bellow has described

this "characteristically Jewish" perspective in terms of a mixture of

"laughter and trembling ••• so curiously mingl-edthat it is not easy to

determine the relations of the two," 17 and this uneasy balance --

contemporarily as recognizable in the films of Woody Allen as in the books

of Bernard Malamud and Saul Bellow -- is nowhere more evident than in the

character of the schlemiel, transplanted from Yiddish literature and

folklore and placed at the heart of Jewish-American literature and humour.

In the introduction to A Treasury of Yiddish Stories Irving Howe and Eliezer

Greenberg asserted that in the schlemiel: "The Yiddish writers express

through the theme of anti- heroism their admiration for those who do not

exert their social will but live and endure in silence.IIl8 Which is to say

that the schlemiel tries to shoulder the burden of society's demands on

his shoulders yet not be broken by them. He is, then, a victim (as many

individuals, not only writers, perceive themselves to be) of the incessant

and insatiable demands of the world around him.

The significance of the schlemiel lies in his realization that he
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must deal with th8se demands, as must we all. It was a lesson learned

by the Jews of the D~pora, those attached to Yid ishkeit, in the

eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Bound by the rigid laws of

8ettlement and of property, fo-rced to accept the role of the whipping-

boys for the wrath of the peasantry and the Cossacks, subject to pogroms

and confiscation of land and wealth, they learned to accept their

powerlessness in the face of unreasoning and unreasonable attack,

assimilating these lessons into their culture in the form of the schlemiel.

The schlemiel is a loser, a man fated to lose'but is distinguished

f-rom other losers by his refusal to accept any such negative self-

perception. By applying that invisible 'spirit' of which Saul Bellow

spoke in bis Nobel Prize acceptance speech the schlemiel is able to

translate and refute defeat.19 His defeat lies only in the terms of

competitive society and he emphatically rejects those terms: in the

words of Ruth Wisse, "I'heschlemiel becomes a hero wben real action is
20impossible and -reaction remains the only way a man can define himself."

Unable to act to reform society the classiC Yiddish schlemiel becomes

the i-ronic metaphor for the word of God, "the unrealizable ideal of

f t· ,,21. t i 11per ec 10n... cr11ca y cownenting on the moral standards of Russian

and Polish society in the nineteenth century. Moreover the schlemiel

tends to support the position of the Jews, comforting them in their

persecution. This, clearly, was his role in the stories of Sholom

Aleichem who sought to hold the Yiddish community and culture together

by identifying its virtues and achievements, thereby giving it a sense

of moral purpose. In his stories Aleichem equated poverty with moral

wealth and wealth with moral bankruptcy: his character Menachem Mendel

inevitably failed in his ever-changing professional pursuits but was

remarkable for his unflagging optimism and his belief, beyond all reason,

that each venture would secure his fortune. Even as a comedy, to an

audience reared on the sophisticated pessimism of western literature,
this may seem naive beyond belief but for a people whose daily struggle
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was for survival, who were constantly threaten_d with obliteration,

pessimism was a luxury they could not afford.22

In an essay examining the schlemiel in American humour Albert Goldman

summarized the contradictions implicit in the character,contradictions

which enabled the Jewish community to reconcile their status in society

with their status as The Chosen People and which enabled them to retain

that schlemiel-like optimism in the face of daily rebuttals.

Recognizing himself as an outsider, an
alien among Gentiles, the Jew regartls
his position with characteristic ambivalence:
both pride and contempt. Traditionally
the Jews think of themselves as clever and
knowing, scorning the goyim as dumb and
slow-witted. In complete contrast, however,
the Jews also traditionally identify weakness,
suffering, the disaster with themselves; in
turn, they attribute health, physical
strength, and normality to the Gentiles.
In order to deal with this confusing mixture
of pride and contempt, the Jew has classically
adopted the figure of the schlemiel as a symbol
of his predicament. 23

If that kind of contradictory balance could be achieved then the

schlemiel and, by extension, all Jews could not only survive in the

world but also retain their individuality and remain impervious to

those forces of conformity and self-surrender which so obsess and

oppress the modern world.

One of the classic schlemiels of Yiddish fiction has, not altogether

surprisingly, been created in the second half of the twentieth century,

by Isaac Bashevis Singer, who resides in the USA but predominantly, in

his fictional activities at least, exists in the pre-Holocaust world of

Eastern Burope. His writing reflects a concern with the traditional

themes of Jewish identity and crisis and in "Gimpel The Fool" he uses

the background of the shtetl to examine the moral demands and problems

which face the man of conscience, the man who wishes to retain his moral

integrity. Gimpel's foolishness consists of his gullibility, his

willingness even, to be deceived by anyone who wishes to lie to him.
This he explains in terms of faith: "What's the good of not believing?
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\Today it's your wife you don't believe in; tomorrow it's God Himself

you won't take stock in.,,24 To the end of his life Gimpel retains this

simple faith, his reward bein" his tiucceStiatia baker, which he ignores

as neglibible, and his moral integrity, which amounts to more than a

simple faith in God. Speaking of the grave, Gimpel reasons that

"whatever there may be it will be real, without complication, without

ridicule, without deception. God be praised; there even Gimpel cannot

be deceived." 25 Patently, the fact of an afterlife is not important

to Gimpel; what matters is the inte rity of his social dealings --

that he has been true to himself and not given in to the mores of

society a victory far more considerable than that achiev'ble by

any conventional anti-hero.

The attitude of the schlemiel then is indicative of a social and

moral concern which has informed Jewish life to an enormous degree.

It is a concern which has been identified by Irving Howe and ~liezer

Greenberg in the Yiddish literature of nineteenth century Eastern

Europe and by the sociologist Mil ton M. Gordon in a culture as socially

and historically distant as mid-twentieth century America. Gordon

reports that Jews "are somewhat more favourable toward welfare state

ideals, on the average, than Gentiles of the same class level,,,26
fact which would indicate something beyond coincidence, some kind of

a

East European 'heritage' based on the principle of the importance of the

Jewish community to the individual. Indeed, Howe and Greenberg twice

observe the importance, in the eyes of the Yiddish write~, of the

problem of collective destiny -- a matter they describe in terms of

"the choreography of social behaviour •••" 27 thereby implying the

significance for the community as a whole of the actions of the

individual. This attitude is voiced more explicitly by Max Schulz who

observes that the Jew's survival as an individual has always been closely

tied to his function as a member of the group since "His actions affected

not only his salvation but also the group's survival." 28
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Clearly this interrelatedness has two aspects. First there is

the awareness of the injustice beine;done to a group within society

and the implication of that injustice for the individual. Second, the

awareness on the part of that individual of his relationship with

others who, as individuals, together form that group or society.

Thus it is possible to see in Jewish thinking what George Steiner has

described as a "demand for justice which is the pride and burden of the

Judaic tradition ••••,,29 It has also been explained, more prosaically,

by Isaac Rosenfeld who argued that the persecution of the Jews, in this

case by the Nazis, had an effect on Jewish moral awareness:

Persecution may lead him, as it has in the
past, to a further effort to envisage the
good society. No man suffers injustice
without learning, vaguely but surely, what
justice is. The desire for justice .••
becomes the deepest motive for social change.
Out of their recent sufferings one may expect
Jewish writers to make certain inevitable
moral discoveries. These discoveries,
enough to indict the world may also be
crucial to its salvation. 30

At the same time as these "practical" conseq_uences of the unjust society

were being continually relearned by those who suffered such persecution,

Jewish society also taught the importance of justice and fairness -- the

interdependence of all the individuals on each other and on society.

Judaism stresses the importance of caring for others -- to give to the

poor was both a duty and a joy and communal caring was, to a great

extent, enfranchized in social custom. It was, for example, the duty of

the community to provide for the poor student of Torah to enable him to

continue his studies. Sindlarly, custom bound a Jewish household to

welcome and care for any Jewish traveller.

There is a direct link therefore, between these concerns of the

traditional Jewish community and the receptivity of present day American

Jews to the welfare state ideals identified by Milton Gordon. The Jews,

certainly, are not unique in having social concerns built into their
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reli ion but they are remarkable in the eg ee to which religious beliefs

have traditionally informed their day to d y activities. This point is

made by Allen Guttman when he speaks of Judaism as being concerned for

"orthopraxis rather than for orthodoxy," ami when he attests that, "The

secular and sacred are one, so that the commonest acts of 'economic'

behaviour are testimonials of faith or betrayals of its loss." 32

In this way the Judaic religion imposed a code of moral and social

practice on the pious Jew to the extent that the code became an almost

unconscious force creating a Jewish tradition and standpoint that has

outlasted the religious belief of many present day Jews. It is this

ingrained belief in justice which provides the Jews both of Milton Gordon's

sociological survey and of Irving Howe's Treasury of Yiddish Stories with

that moral certitude which so clearly distinguisbes them from the

uncertain and valueless society which increasingly characterizes modern

America.
In her book Vulnerable People, Josephine Rendin picks up on these

orderless, negative aspects speaking of "the violence, coldness, sense

of meaninglessness and sexual confusion that mark our fiction,,,33 and

(substantially e.choing Tony Tanner's perceptions) observes that, "Current

fiction blocks the flow. It celebrates the discontinuity of people from

history and society, and praises separateness of individual experience.,,34

Over the same period as this breakdown has occurred the Jewish-American

novelists have risen to prominence, a contiguity which prompted Leslie

Fiedler to remark that, "At the moment of such a breakthrough the Jews must

already have become capable of projecting psychological meaninns with

which the non-Jewish community is vitally concerned.,,35 Fiedler himself

amplifies this proposition with the suggestion that the "urban Jew" has

become a guide for all men in the modern world, able to lead them past

the pitfalls of alienation. The argument is not without substance, indeed

there is much evidence to support it, evidence which the Jews' history of
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marginality on many levels reinforces. Sven after the ghetto walls of

medieval Europe were torn down a tradition of non-acceptance of Jews

into European society continued to flourish, a tradition which rests in

the Jewish communal memory to underpin the personal experience of

alienation. Thus Albert Halper expressed his sense of alienation as

being greater than that of his "Christian coLleagues s " It could not be

otherwise, "Not with fifteen years of harrowing education at my back,

not with a couple thousand more years of historical shadows flitting in

the wings besides." 36 The Symposium on American Literature and the

Younger Generation of American Jews, from which Halper's corrunentsare

drawn, abounds in observations of the special sense of alienation whi.ch

accompanies Jewishness. Even a contributor like Howard Fast who

professed "uncertainty as to just what a Jewish Heritage consists of "

and who asserted that, '~or me, a Jew is a man. He is persecuted; so are

other minorities. He is libelled; so are others. There is discrimination

against him; is there none against the Negroes?" 37 found himself making

special claims for the Jewish relationship with persecution and hatred.

"An extraordinary knowledge of all the forces which, through the centuries,

have attempted to destroy the spirit and the hopes and the aspirations of

mankind seems to me a part of the Jewish heritage -- a ~art understood

by some Jews at least -- and to that heritage I owe much." 38

One after another, the writers expressed a belief in the nature of

the Jewish experience and its increasingly general application, a belief

summarized in the words of Clement Greenberg who believed that the Jewish

writer's real need
is a greater feeling of integration with
society •••• Thus his plight becomes like
every other plight today, a version of
the alienation of man under capitalism,
all plights merge, and that of the Jew
has become less particular because it
turns more and more into an intensified
expression of a general one. 39

Greenber~allso recognized in the Jew "a felt if not conscious standard,"
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a standard which gave him the 'security of values' identified in Jewish

life by Irving Howe, a standard which enabled Jews the more successfully

to contain the forces of alienation. In this way, in the words of Saul

Bellow, "The Jews, with their precious and refined record of suffe ing

have a uni~ue obligation to hold up the moral burdens everyone else has

dumped." 40

It is an indication of the completeness of this vision of the Jew

as "a specialist in alienation •••I}n an era When] nearly all sensibi Iity

••• is in exile ••• " 41 that Lenny Bruce was able to redefine the wOl'd

'Jewish' in a completely non-religious and non-racial way in order to

express an urban, alienated Iifest le:

To me, if you live in New York or any
other big city, you are Jewish. It
doesn't matter even if you're Catholic;
if you live in New York you're Jewish.
If you live in Butte, Montana, you're
going to be goyish even if you're Jewish ••.•
Negroes are all Jews. Italians are all
Jews. Irishmen who have rejected their
religion are Jews. Mouths are very
Jewish. And bosoms. Baton twirling is
very goyish. Georgie Jessel and Danny
Thomas are Christians •••• 42

This typically idiosyncratic statement is significant if only because it

demonstrates the degree to which Jewish 'characteristics', in an age of

rapidly declining religious faith, have become significant of something

totally outside their original terms of reference. Perhaps the increase

in observance of Jewish customs, noted by both Irving Howe and Milton

Gordon amongst non-religious American JewsJis an indication of the

importance of that specialist Jewish knowledge as an aid to survival in

the modern world. Thus, Albert Halper was able to predict that

Jews ••• will be the first to write about
the present in a way w~ich the time calls
for. They will be the first because of
their undertakers' noses. Do not forget
it was Kafka, a European Jew, who detected
the smell of fascism as far back as 1919,
and wrote about it. 43
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If the Jew was to become the representative modern man because of

his long experience of marginality he was to find himself first proclaimed

thus in the USA where the fact of alienation has been more widely and more

extremely felt. It was this to which Irwin Stark and Irving }i alin were

referring when they asserted that, "It is not so much that the Jew has

caught up with America -- America has at long last caught up with the Jew.
His search for identity is its search. Its quest for spiritual meaning

11

is his quest. 44 In this way, of course, to become a representative

American was to become representative man, at least in the Western World,

where the ~nglish speaking nations and Europe tend to limp along some ten

to twenty years behind the USA yet unmistakeably following the same trends.

However, there are other ways in which the Jewish-American can be seen to

have become very much ~ American and which help to explain the primacy

of Jewish-American novelists in contemporary American literature.

Milton M. Gordon in his study of Assimilation in American life offers

the clue when he declares that, "The rise in socio-enonomic status of the

Eastern European Jews and their descendents is, in fact, the greatest

collecti ve Horatio Alger story in American immigration history." 45

Horatio Alger; rags to riches; America as the land of unbounded

opportunity. For many contemporary American writers such an affirmative

view of America is heretical. Kurt Vonnegut, ~or instance, has denounced

such a vision as nothing more than delusive self-mythologizing: "Their

most destructive untruth is that it is very easy for any American to make

money. 'I 46 Indeed, the American Dream has been battered and discredited

by successive generations of disillusioned writers and disaffected citizens

but here, in Gordon's allusion to the Horatio Alger stories, it is possible

to detect that, for some at least, a belief in the USA's unbounded

opportunity exists. Not least among the reasons for this Jewish success

has been a readiness to conform to the standards of the American middle

class. 47 Clement Greenberg noted it, with exasperation, in his
contribution to the Contemporary Jewish Record, and Milton Gordon also
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observed that the Jewish immiGrant had, "the middle class values of thrift,

sobriety, ambition, desire for education, ability to postpone gratifications

for the sake of long term .oal s and aversion to violence already

internalized." 48 This ability to 'postpone gratification', a wi1lin ness,

eve~ on the part of the first generation of immigrants to sacrifice

themselves for the sake of their children's future is recorded by Charles

Reznikoff in Family Chronicle: "•••my parents had always spoken of their

business and all ways of m~~ing money by trade with distaste. And, if it

was their doom because they had come to the country penniless and ignorant,

if they were to be worms and crawl about, their children should have wings.,.49

Reznikoff's parents worked themselves into early graves in order to put him

through college and in this sort of endeavour they were not alone. In l8ge

Abraham Cahan reported that, "The poor laborer ••• will pinch himself to

keep his child at college, rather than send him to a factory •••• At least

500 of 1677 students at the New York City College, where tuition and books

are free, are Jewish boys from the East Side.,,50

This, however, was by no means the extent of the Jewish 'success story'.

1'heUSA provided for the Jews a uniquely hospitable social and economic

climate. Whilst it would be naive to claim there was no anti-Semitism in

America and.no redtrictions on Jews, these eLemen t's were by no means

universal and indeed, such anti-immigrant restrictions and prejudice as did

exist were by no means solely aimed against the Jews. For example, Terry

Coleman, in Passage to America, cites cases of employers willing to take

on Jews or Negroes but strictly refusing to employ Irish immigrants.

In any case, small-scale petty restrictions, unjust as they were, were as

nothing to the property laws and pogroms of Eastern Europe so recently

experienced by the Jewish immigrants. Indeed whilst socialist activi st-s

and trade union leaders attacked with absolute justice the appalling

conditions in which the immigrants were forced to work and live, for many

Jewish families -- like the Reznikoffs America was truly a land of

opportunity. Whatever the conditions in America there as nowhere else the
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Jews were able to compete, relatively free from restrictions, with veryone

else. For the first time in many centuries they were able to d.etermine

their economic and social future by dint of their own efforts.

Not sur-prieingLy Russian and Polish Jews came in their millions and,

as Abraham Karp has observed, unlike other immigrant~, they almost all

stayed.5l This dedication to creating ~ new life in the New 'Norld is

indicative of the degree to which the Jewish im1"Jigrnts of the late

nineteenth and early twentieth centuries sbare similar ideals to those

pilgrims who, in the early seventeenth century, founded tIe colonies and

helped shape the American ideals which have currency to this day.

Howard Fast once wrote, "For myself I write as an American nd. a Jew

and I," ve found no contradiction .••,,52 a remark which would seem to suggest

a certain similarity of iieals between Jews and Americans. This statement

found an echo in the words of Ben Field, who felt able to claim that, "my

education as an American has helped to re-educate me as a Jew.53 That

the:se and other Jewish-American writers have been able to assert a

connection between their 'Jewishness' and 'Americanness' is in part due to

the very existence of the notion both of Jewish ideals and of an 'American

Dream' .54 Almost alone amongst groups identifiable by national, ethnic or

religious bonds Jews and Americans are expected by the rest of the world

to live up to a set of vaguely realized moral standards. It is a moral

concern which has been extended in the post-war world to cover Israel,

widely regarded as the national expression of the Jewish character and has

led Saul ·Bellow to complain that, t~oral judgement, a wraith in Europe,

becomes a full-blooded giant when Israel and the Palestinians are mentioned.tl55
an observation whicb could, just as appropriately, be applied to the harshly

critical judgements so frequently passed on the USA by the rest of the world.

Inarguably, some 'more', some special quality is expected both of the

Jewish people and of the American nation and the degree to which this

expectation is identical in some degree explains the'.way in which the

Jewish-American has been able to become the representative American in an
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era concerned with rediscovering social values. There is, for both, a

concern with the rights of the individual \hich informs their i eologies

at the most basic level. To quote Ben Fi eld. again: "•••a evotion to the

cause of the common man, is in the spirit of true Americanism an Judaism.

This devotion is proclaimed in the eclaration of Imlependence and in the

prayer of the Jew who asks the Lord to raise the needy from the dung hill. ,,56

It can be seen in the moral and social concern alL'eady identified as an

intrinsic part of Jewish thinking and as a moving force behind the

Declaration of Independence which, a ~roduct of the Age of Reason,

articulated and emph3.sized a belief in the perfect, free society as a

possibility on earth. (It is interesting to note that thinkers of that

era held that such a society stood a better chance of flourishing in the

New World, unfettered as it was by the chains of European histOL'y.j

Accordingly, the concern of Thomas Jefferson to fulfil "The laws of Nature

and of Nature's God •••" 57 and to secure for A.merica the "unalienable

rights" of all men finds its echo in the Old Testament Prophets who were

as much critics of social injustice as they we1l'eof religious backsliding.

The emphasis on the equality of all men 'before the law' -- which is at the

root of democratic principles -- was matched in Jewish law by the attempts

to provide for the poor of the community and the Passover seder at which

Jews were reQuired to remember the Egyptian dead: a mark of how God's

care extended beyond His Chosen People to all people equally. Indeed, it

was a fact of Jewish teaching that heaven was available to the righteous

non-Jew just as it was to the righteous Jew. In this way, by recognizing

the democratic impulse present in the documents which provide the moral

impetus for both the Judaic tradition and the American ideal, it becomes

clear that, as Mil ton Konvi tz has observed, "the intent of the Declaration

of Independence conforms with the intent of the Hebrew Scriptures, that is,

to build the city of man so that it would hardly be distinguishable from

the City of God.,,58 It is perhaps as well to underline the word intent
since, almost inevitably, the actuality has fallen some way short of the

aspiration.
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From the earliest days of the Purit~n settleTs colonial ~mericans

identified their Cluest with that of the Jews. Puritan typology sought

to find parallels between themselves and the lost tribes of Israel and,

in envisioning America as The Promised Land, they unintentionally

anticipated, to some extent, the entwining of Jewish and merican LdeaIs

by later generations of Jewish immigrants and the expectation on the part

of the men of the Enlightenment that America would be in the vanguard of

the struggle to establish a Kingdom of Heaven on earth. Something of

the strength and character of these expectations can be seen in Freneau's

"The Rising Glory Of America." in which the poet envisions "A new Jerusalem

sent down from heaven •••" and located in America, where "Paradise anewl

shall flourish, by no second Adam lO::lt." Indeed, the tone is one of

paradise improved as },'reneaupredicts that "Another Canaan shall excel the

oldlAnd from a fairer Pisgah's top be seen. ,59 Such enthusiasm was not

limited to romantic, nationalist poets: Walter Nicgorski records that

In 1776, Franklin hadpropaxd for the
seal of the United States the depiction of
Moses lifting his wand and dividing the
Red Sea while the Pharaoh was swamped by
its waters. Jefferson suggested the
portrayal of the children of Israel being
led through the wilderness by a cloud
during the day and a pillar of fire at
night. 60

Even Abraham Lincoln sought to make the connection between America and

the EibHcal Promised Land, expressing a wish to "be an humble instrument
61

in the hands of the Almighty and of this, his almost chosen people."
(My italics)

Appropriately, it was the Jews themselves who, in the explosion of

immigration at the end of the nineteenth century, took up this theme of

America as the Promised Land, secularizing their desi~e for the Messiah

in the messianic principle and embracing America as the solution to their

ills and trials with what Irving Howe has desribed as "social impatience. ,,62

Howe offe~s one example of this impatience in describing how, in the early

years of the twentieth century, "the Reform rabbis had passed a resolution
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declaring tbemselves 'unalterably opposed to Zionism' an , in a startling

sentence, had added, 'America is our Zion.' ,,63 This serves to underline

not only the tightness of the bond between the ideals of America and the

Jews but also the enthusiasm and commitment to America on the part of its

Jewish immigrants.
Finally, for the Jewish writer there has been the matter of his part

in creating a style of language suitable for what has been identified by

Leslie Fiedler as the era of 'the urban novel'. In 1959 Harvey Swados,

writing in the Hudson Review, observed Itanervous, muscular prose perfectly

suited to the exigencies of an age which seems at once appalling and

ridiculous, t' 64 and went on to identify the writers of this prose as being,

for the most part, both metropolitan and Jewish. Such claims inevitably

bring to mind the demands made by men like Noah ~ebster and Ralph Waldo

Emerson for an aut~entically American voice and the assertion by Whitman

that his own 'barbaric yawp' was the realization of that voice. In(ieed,

Philip Roth, writing with reference to Swados' article, asserted that this

urban, Jewish voice was the descendent of that Emersonian and Vfuitmanesque

concern for the true, democratic language of America:

When writers who do not feel much of a
connection to Lord Chesterfield begin to
realize that they are under no real
obligation to try and write like that
distinguished old stylist, they are
likely enough to go out and be bouncy.
Also, there is the matter of the spoken
language which these writers have heard,
as our statesmen might put it, in the
schools, the homes, the churches and the
synagogues of the nation. I would even
say that when the bouncy style is not an
attempt to dazzle the reader, or one's
self but to incorporate into American
literary prose the rhythms, nuances and
emphases of urban and immigrant speech,
the result can sometimes be a language
of new and rich emotional subtleties •••• 65

The role played by the Jewish immigrant in the development of this

urban American language has been explored by both Alfred Kazin and Irving

Howe with similar conclusions. Kazin has written that
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the positive, creative role of the Jew
as modern American and above all as a
modern American wyiter was, in the first
years of thio century being prepared not
in the universities, not even in journalism,
but in the vaudeville theatnes, music halls
and burles(lUe houses where the -pent-up
eagerness of penniless immigrant youn~sters
met the raw, urban scene on its own terms. 66

It was pre-eminently a culture created by the immigrants themselves on

the streets of New York, mid-way between the old world 'nd the New and

accordingly it developed with the immigrants I command of the Language-

It developed into something recognizably American, a languaae of and by

the people, part of a culture transmitted via the vaucleville theatres

and, later, radio and the movies. Recallin- his childhood, Lenny Bruce

described the effect of radio on his awareness and called tbe movies

"the strongest environmental factor in molding the children of my day.,,67

By way of supporting Kazin's assertion that popular culture affected

future intellectuals far more than the traditional conditioning culturql

elements)Bruce observed that the radio programs of the epression reached

far and wide in their influence: "Proctor and Gamble provided many FulbriGht

and Guggenheim fellowship winners with the same formative exposure." 68

The Jewish writer in America has become the representative American

writer of the post-war era and the Jewish urban experience has become

recognizable and meaningful to large numbers of Christians. The Jew,

especially as a novelist, has risen to this position through a combination

of circumstances: the hospitability of America as a nation in which the

Jews were able to live relatively unpersecuted, the receptivity of the

Jews to American values and the striking coincidence of American and

Jewish ideals. It is also because, increasingly, Americans .have found

themselves thrust into unfamiliar territory; lost and alienated they have

turned to the men and women who seem best to understand how to cope with

this position; writers able to build something positive from the

experience. It is not simply that the Jews in America have achieved a

level of acceptance and integration never before approached -- that would
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CHAPTER SBVSN

"How Should a Good Man Live !, :

The Jewishness of Saul Bellow's Moral Vision.

The noted sockiogist Sdward Shils, author of Tradition and

The Torment Of Secrecy and a long time aCQuaintance of ~aul Bellow,

once complained that the novelist

"has a cloacal view of the world ••• and that is
a great pity because he has a certain elevation
of spirit. He appreciates superior things, both
morally and intellectually. But there is an
attraction ••• for corruption and immorality,
baseness of spirit, perversity ••.• Sin has an
especial attraction for Mr. Bellow •.•. He loves
to hear improprieties, he loves to relate
improprieties." 1

In one sense this may be true -- Bellow's protagonists are perhaps

more likely than most of their fictional contemporaries to come into

contact with the brutal, grubby realities of the underworld. Nonetheless,

Shils' observation somewhat misunderstands Bellow's fiction since the

implication of immorality or amorality neglects the tone of stern moral

enQuiry to be found at the heart of all Bellow's writing. If sin Joes

have "an especial attraction for Mr. Bellow," it is an intellectual

attraction, part of the writer's genuine determination to confront the

nature of human experience and behaviour. It is not, whatever else it may

be, an attraction based on illicit thrills or perverse pleasures and the

reader hoping for a generous literary immersion in "earthly delights" --

perhaps the reader who associates the modern American novel with Henry

~iller and Portnoy's Complaint is going to have a thin time of it

reading Saul Bellow.
One reason for this is that Bellow's novels are essentially novels

of ideas, extended philosophical discussions whose perorations turn time

and again to one central moral Question. It is a ~uestion first asked

(and explicitly) by .Joseph in Dangling Man but its spirit informs the

Questings and questionings of all Bellow's subsequent protagonists, namely
" 'How should a good man live; what ought he to do?' fI 2
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Continued through a fUrther eight novels and two volumes of short stories,

the Terrain over which the argument rages, indeed the argument itself, has

changed surprisingly little in forty years. This encourages in the reader

a sense of deja vu which is one of the main literary objections to :Bellow's

work: John Updike is surely not alone in observing in it a certain fictive

thinness, particularly in the later books where literary demands are

subordinated to the needs of an increasingly shrill argumentative line.

Nonetheless, as Updike also allows, "second rate Bellow is better

than first rate most anybody else •••" 3 and not least because he starkly

confronts the moral issues of the age, pressing the barriers to achieving

that 'good life' spoken of in Dangling Man. Characteristically, these

barriers have been depicted as promoting human dissociation: the fear of

death rendering life absurd and the individual experiencing a sense of

disconnection from his fellows, alienation from society. In his fiction

:Bellow has joined in a battle of ideas, uSing the books as weapons to

resist and reject these notions of absurdity and alienation, conducting a

spirited argument against the intellectually dominant ideai:3of the age and

ranging impressively across the whole tradition of humanistic thinking in

the process.
It is, in part, this very intellectuality in his work that makes

Bellow seem so difficult to so many. A typical Bellovian protagonist,

even a formally uneducated one like Woody Selbst, ranges easily acroSS

the history of western thought, moving readily from Plato to Pascal,

quoting Aristotle and Emerson with the Same authority. Frequently the

action forms only a backdrop to philosophical disputation, 'acts' only

in that it triggers or illuminates the discussions of the central

characters. And yet Saul Bellow is far more than just an intellectual

novelist: no contemporary writer has tried harder than Bellow to get

beyond the realm of the academic, beyond theoretical disputation and to

the heart of ordinary reality, no novelist has argued as strongly for the
existence, vitality and validity of such a reality. Recognizing this,
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Chirantan Kulshrestha has observed how 3ellow's fiction

involves either the correction of the error with
which the Bellow hero begins or the presentation
to the reader of a perspective highlighting the
continuance of the hero in error. issatisfied
with his situation, the hero obsessively
struggles with the problem of bridging the gap
between his self and reality. In order to come
to terms with reality, he considers it necessary
to invent ideal constructions or confront the
ideal constructions of his Reality IRstructors.
Unfortunately for him, reality constantly
outmatches his formulations •••• The error is
corrected when the hero becomes conscious of
the futility of shaping his life entirely on
theoretical conceptions. 4

One particularly vivid example of this tendency to overthrow purely

intellectual constructs comes in "Him With His Foot In His Mouth," as

Harry Shawmut confronts and deflates an intellectual's assertion that

"he agreed with Alexander Pope about the ultimate unreali ty of evil.

Seen from the highest point of metaphysics. To a rational mind, nothing

bad ever really happens". Shawmut realizes that "He was talking high

minded balls. 'IwaddIe ! I thought. I said, "Oh'?Do you mean that every

gas chamber has a silver lining?" 5
Significant in this winning rejoinder is its, somewhat oblique,echo

of the Holocaust and the long history of Jewish persecution. Such echoes

persist in Bellow's fiction being, perhaps, suggestive of a certain

Jewish knowingness about hard realities and they have been caught and

co~nented upon by a large number of Bellow's critics. For all this the

nature of Bellow's Jewishness rem~ins no easy thing to define: Chirantan

Kulshrestha,in many other respects a sensitive and trenchant critic of

Bellow's work, sidesteps the whole question in Saul Bellow: The Problem

Of Affirmation by maintaining that

The reason for omitting a discussion of such a vital
source of creativity is located in my unfamiliarity
with Judaism and my feeling that an alien critical
idiom is often inherently ill equipped to analyse
nuances cieveloping out of the cultural, ethnic, and
religious influences that are unselfconsciously
absorbed by a writer during his upbringing and
apprenticeship. Besides, even among the more
sensitive of Bellow's Jewish critics, there ~p~ea~sto be no acceptable consensus on the express~bh or
Judaism in his fiction. 6



Other critics, however, have been more forthcomine;. Allen Guttmann,
for instance, has discussed the matter at some lengt~ and Malcolm Bradbury
places Jewishness at the centre of Bellow's entire literary enterprize,
observing that "his 'Nark displays a deep Jewish humanism, a concern to
affirm man, to explore moral and rne t aphye i.ca.lCl.ueations,to confront
displacement and alienation, yet to move towards transcendental humanism. ,,7
Ind.eed, Alfred Kazin has even Deen prompted to descriDe Saul Bellow's work
as that of !lavery paSSionate Jew, a very faithful Jew ••••" 8 It is
difficult immediately to see how lCazin intends this observation to be taken:
Surely not in a religious sense as it is hard to think of a single
character in3ellow's fiction who could be identified as a practising,
synagogue _ attending Jew. Nor are the characters Jewish in the sense of
belonging to or living within a strongly Jewish community since most, like
Moses Herzog, seem most at home in the muIti-cul tural, 1f1elting pot
atmosphere of an A.merica no longer familiar with its own pas t , Bellow's
protagonists, especially those in his later novels, are at least as likely
to find themselves invo~d with Italian gangsters or impossibly voluptuous
Latin Deauties as they are to be in the midot of the Jewish community.
Indeed Bellow f'r-equent Ly seems mo're concerned to depict hi s character-s as
Americans rather than Jews. Nonetheles:3 there are ways in ·,thichthese
characters indicate their aclherence to a Jewish tradition, Cl. heritage from
which they draw a fund of cultural memory, rather than to any specific
religious precepts or observances.

One of the most illuminating examples of how this cultural memory
activates and shapes an overriding concern for wider moral values is to
be found in Bellow's description of the Israeli situation in To Jerusalem
And Back. Here Bellow finds in Israel a real (that is, historically grounded)
parallel for his declared fictive intent. of providing "a oroader, more
flexible, fuller, more coherent, more comprehensive account of what we
humans are, who we are and what life is for. II 9 As Steven David Lavine
contends, by examining "the conversations and actions of men such as
Teddy Kollek and Meyer Weisgal, Bellow has come closer to presenting good
men in action than in any of his earlier fiction. 'I la This being the case
then the situation of Israel, in attempting to express itself as a Jewish
state and find itself a place in the post-holocaust world and in the face
of near universal hostility, is analogous· with that of one of Bellow'S
heroes, struggling to find himself and then work out a relationship between
that self and the rest of the world.

Throughout the Dook Bellow is at pains to emphasize the intensity
and communality of the moral concerns that Jews take upon themselves:
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"Jews do, it is well known, make inordinate demands upon themselv sand

upon one another. 11Upon the wo-rld, too, It he observes at one point.

Similarly, Bellow's protagonists de and the reinstatem_nt of a moral

dimension into t~e life of modern America as they'strugele towa-rd a

1 tt d h . d . ·1· t ,,12a e1'- ay umam sm an a new cavi i i y. The increasing importance,

in Bellow's eyes, of such a morality to the survival of the 'fest (its

absence in The Dean's December is virtually apocalyptic) carries with it

a special significance for the survival of the Jews as both ~ymbols and

carriers of a powerful moral tradition. Thus, not only does Bellow use

To Jerusalem and Back as an opportunity to defend the Israeli position

in the liddle East but he also uses it to place himself with·n the Jewish

tradition of living close to the maelstrom: " We Jews seem to have a

genius for finding the heart of a crisis," 13 (my italics) he muses at

one point. There is further evidence of Bellow's sense of Jewishness and

its purpose in the essay "Dist-ractions Of A Fiction Vl'riter. It In this

that the Jews are obsolete: "I brooded over Spengler in College. As a

Jew I was, in his vocabulary, a Magian and therefore obsolete." 14 he

piece he reflects upon the repeated assertions made throughout history

recalls. But, he argues, despite these assertions the Jew is not obsolete,

nor is the.novel, that "later day lean-to and temporary hovel," about

to surrender to the reductivist tendencies of post-modernist aesthetics.

This sense of the world being too willing to abandon what Bellow sees as

being both valuable and viable is observable in a number of his writings,

and in his Nobel Prize acceptance speech he attacks those who proclaim the

end both of the novel of characters and of the age of the individual.

For Bellow, then, much that is valuable about life is being thrown away

by those determined to embrace 'the modern' and this is where the Jews,

with their special moral purpose and conscience can be most significant,

tlJews, yes, have a multitude of faults, but they have not given up on the

old virtues," 15 he remarks.
Another area in which Bellow aligns the views of his protagonists
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with the Jews' ~ituation is in the matter of 'hard-headed' realism,

a form of peculiarly American materialistic nihilism against which the

typical Bellovian protagonist must constantly inveigh. Perhaps Albert

Corde is the character most often and most violently berated for such

a lack of 'practical' realism: characteristically, he recogni~es that

his old friend Dewey Spangler sees him as being "in flight from the

material realities of the present age," l6while in his nephew's eyes be

is "flirting witb a delusive philosophy and trying to have an affair with

non-existent virtues.,,17 However, all Bellow's heroes suffer similar

criticism from these 'reality instructors,' characters with a reductive

and manipulative attitude to life and human behaviour. Despite their

power, these frequently cogent attacks are consistently rejected and

nowhere more eloquently then by Bellow himself in his Nobel Prize

acceptance speech: "How poorly they represent us••." he says of these

notions of dehumanization, "we are much more limber, versatile, better

articulated, there is much more to us, we all feel it." 18 Similarly,

in To Jerusalem and Back there are two examples in a matter of few pages

of the novelist opting for an imaginative and positive version of the

human condition. Writing of the real concern demonstrated by the mayor

of Jerusalem for the welfare of his people Bellow confesses that,

"Worldliness demands that I be suspicious of Kollek. :But I warn myself

not to coarsen my perceptions," 19 A few pages later Bellow again finds

himself in conflict with worldliness (or better judgement -- call it

what you will): "My inclination is to resist tbe imagination wben it

operates in this way. Yet, I too, feel that the light of JeTusalem has
20purifying powers and filters the blood and the thoughts."

For Bellow, the~,Israel can be seen as providing a factual embodiment

of the efforts and moral strivings of his fictional characters. Moreover

it is a distinctly Jewish embodiment, depending on its Jewishness to

furnish it with an appropriately humanitarian moral base from whicb to
confront the problems of human isolation ~nd disconnection. In tbis
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respect Jewishness, in all of Bellow's work, can be seen as a somewhat

generalized metaphor for positive, affirmative human values. However,

unlike his contemporaries, among them ~~alarnudand Potok, who underline

a debt to their Jewish heritage tb.rough overt gestures to Yiddish culture

and language or to Judaic religion, Bellow ha~ tendeLl to present far

more assimilated, acculturated Jews, characters apparently unaffected by

a European past. Nontheless, somedegree of awareness persists and

Irving Howe has written that "Bellow seems to be consciously drawing upon

the immigrant tradition, as well as whatever portions of the older

European Jewish tradition may have survived in the settings of his youth --

and, what is more, he wishes to filter these experiences through a

sophisticated historical consciousness." 21 M.oreover bisavareness of this

tradition is made evident through certain thematic and stylistic

characteristics which bind the novelist both to his Yiddish heritage and

to a number of his American-Jewish contemporaries; characteristics which

have been sufficiently peculiar to Jewish writers in post-war America as

to prompt a number of distinguished critics to talk in terms of a Jewish-

~merican literary school or movement.

Saul Bellow has, perhaps not surprisingly, objected to such attempts

to locate him within any tradition or movement. Nonetheless, 'common

ground' undoubtedly exists and nowhere more clearly than in the ironic

vision which Irving Malin detects at the heart of Bellow's fiction.

~alin locates the strength of this Jewishness in the ironic recognition

forced on a people who are 'Chosen' yet distinguished only in suffering

and persecution. Such ironic recognition has contemporary expression in

the descriptions of the contradictory nature of existence offered by

writers like Joseph Heller and Bruce Jay Friedman. Significantly,

however, it also reaches back into Yiddish folk culture where the dilemma

of the East European Jews was played out through a retelling of the

misfortunes of comic characters, luftmenschen and schlemiels, whose
sufferings acted to remind the audience of their hopeless and absurd position.
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At the same time the comic dimension offered some sort of remedy to that

posi tion and affired a belief in the validity of the concept of 'Chosenness'.

For a people unable to affect control of their own fate, the importance of

such characters (Holy Fools transcending the limits of circumstance)

cannot be underestimated.

Bellow, clearly, is aware of this tradition and derives much ff'r-om it.

In his introduction to Great Jewish Short Stories he describes as

"characteristically Jewish" stories in which

laughter and trembling are no ~uriously mingled
that it is not easy to determine the relations of
the two. At times the laughter seems simply to
restore the eQuilibrium of sanity; at times the
figures of the story, or parable, appear to invite
or encourage trembling with the secret aim of
overcoming it by means of laughter. 22

In his own work Bellow has often used precisely this sort of ironic

response to explain the contradictory and often uncomfortable facts of

existence. In "Zetland: By A Character Witness," for example, the

old description of East European Jews as living "up to their necks in

a cloaca with their foreheads touching heaven," is adapt sd to fit a

situation far removed, both culturally and intellectually, from the

nineteenth century shtetl. Zetland argues that "the intellectual

(petty bourgeois -- plebeian) was a megalomaniac. Living in a Kennel,

his thoughts embraced the universe. Hence the funny agonies." 23

The aptness of the metaphor and the implication which underlies it

accentuates the universality and continued relevance of that Jewish

experience.

Clearly, traces of th~ author's Yiddish heritage survive in many of

his characters and are tran~l~ted through twentieth century versions of

characters like the schlemiel, that sainted fool who gave support and

encouragement to the little man and the victim. For instance, Irving

Malin, remarks on how

The great sense of the "sanctity of the insulted
and the injured" is always present in Augie's remarks.
Here t~he follows his Jewish countrymen.He is for
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the poor versus the silly materialist; he is for bis
brother, George (the imbecile) his blind. mother, and
all the crippled. (Indeed, Gebrge resembles the
child of Yiddish literature: "deprived, yet 24
infini tely loved," as well as foolish - saintly.)

Equally clearly, the relevance of what that heritage has to offer

transcends mere ethnic boundariys ~o that, as SJward Abramson has

observed, "the Jewishness of a character, like Bellow's Henderson is
25not a matter of ethnicity or religion but of outlook and persona.l tone."

Somethin of this transcendent significance is evident i.nthe i.ronic

gloss which attends Bellow's repeated portrayal of his characters'

'unworldliness.' This is perhaps best seen in the case of Dean Corde

(by no means a Jew) who is accused of "flirting w i th a delusive philosophy

and trying to have an affair with non-existent vfr-t.ue s;." Mocked ani

belittled for his shocking naivety, Coreie becomes somethinG 0 an

intellectual version of "Gimpel 'I'heFool." Nevertheless (as with Gimpel)

there is a tacit recognition that it is the fool IIhois undeluded and an

ironic affirmation of Corde's beleaguered values is thereby achieved..

Thus, much as the Jews of Eastern Eu ope refuse to accept tho validity of

the roles and limitations placed upon them by political and economic

circumstances so Bellow's protagonists refuse to bo'! to the dehumanizing

mores of the materialistic society in which they are trapped.

Such powerful, transcendent irony, deso'ri bed by Ruth V/isse in terms

of seeking "an ironic balance for sur-vival, 11
26 extends into a number of

thematic areas whose very conjunction mark Saul Bellow's work as part of

a distinct tendency in Jewish-American fiction and one, moreover, which

carries echoes of an older, European culture. everal critics have

attempted to identify and define the elements of this tendency and have

concluded that those areas of concern most typically described in these

contemporary fiction have their genesis in a common, cultural Jewish

experience wht ch freq_uently predates the American one.

In examining these concerns one of the most striking facts is that

the fictions of post war American-Jewish writers have been, overwhelmino-ly,
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located in an urban milieu. Of all these writers 13e11o! has been perhaps,

the urban novelist par excellence. All of his novels (exce t Hen erson

The Rain Y~ng) having been set ag3inst the backd op of an ppressive,

teeming urban environment and this has allow d him to deveLo and explore the

:ienatureu city as a metaphor for the spiritual aridi.ty of contemporary

human relationships. Smer ing out of this general awar ness 0 urban

hostility has been the many-faceted recognition of the Jew as archetypal

marginal man, isolated from his fellows and acutely aware of the

existential solitariness of the individual. learly, the ~uestion of
rnarginality has dif'f'er-ent resonances for :::>aulBellow th n for, sa , Philip

"oth. Nevertheless suchawareness can be seen, at least in part, as a

vestige of some communal memory of the ~uro ean ",hettos with their en urce

isolation and, as Leslie Fiedler has argued, it i:.::;the Je 'ish familiari ty

with marginality that has made their work seem so apposite to the age.

Here again, the extent to which Bellow's protagonists conform to the pattern

of isolate heroes is remarkable si.ncefrom Joseph in TJangling Man to

Alexander Corde in The Dean's December his central characte s have been

marked as men set apart, adrift from prevalent social norms, physic' lly

and intellectually removed from their contemporaries and constantly forced

to confront the facts of such isolation.

It must, of course, be recognized that Jewish writer:::;are not alone

in seeking to depict isolated heroes: William Burroughs, Ken Kesey and

Robert Stone, for example, have all p ovided powerful examples of marginal

men, set apart from society, even deliberately cultivating their isolation.

However, what is apparent is the Jewish writers' distinctive treatment of

the subject, the way in which their protagonists endure rather than escape

or embrace such intimations of mortal anxiety. In Bellow's case this

positive approach to endurance exhibits itself in the way his characters

reject the more fashionably apocalyptic versions of despair and refuse to

bow to the shock attending the recognition of alienation as a facet of the

human condition. 27 Moreover, even as they have become representative men
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in an age of marginality and isolation, the protagonists of Jewish+American

fiction have been noteworthy for the extent to which they have been held by

the intertwined strings of family and an alien trauition reachino back

across time and the world to the shtetl. Saul Bellow's Tommy Wilhelm

and Moses Herzog, Joseph Heller's Bruce Gold, Philip Roth's Nathan Zuckerman

are not free, unfettered loners in the sense that Burrous-h's Kim Carsons

or stone's Tabor are, Indeed, part of their significance springs from

this fact, from the tension of being held between two cultures. As Loren

Bari tz observed in "A Jew's American Dilemma": "Because of America's

rejection of the past, of the fierce commitment to the notion that this

land will start anew, the American Jew is pulled apa+ t , To be a .lew is
28An American must forget". Typically, the hero of ato remember.

Jewish-American novel has found.himself in just such a ilemma: struoglin

hard, as is the case with Ozick or Malamud, to f ind a suitable form of

memor-y or, like a Roth or Friedman protagonist, struggling equaIly hard to

forget. This latter struggle has generally proved futile, as Bruce Jay

Friedman's Mr. Kessler acknowledges in finally recognizing his Jewishness:

"I may have been excused ... but I wasn't that excused." 29 Bellow's

protagonists have tended to belong to the former roup, ultimately

attempting to translate their ethnic, cultural memories (which inevitably

differentiate them from the mainstream) into forms more immediately

applicable to the second half of the twentiet~ century.

Characteristically, for Bellow's protagonists the awareness of such

an alien (immigrant/Yidd.ish) tradition is something learned in childhood,

something irrevocably bound up with the solidity and strength of a family

unit which enshrined the principles of human carin. Fre uently such

awareness seems connected to Bellow's own childhood in Montreal and

Chicago, most particularly in The Adventures Of Augie March, as, through

the Jewish community, Augie learns the kind of secular humanism which

has a strong Yiddish accent.

The impression and significance for Bellow of this ghetto childhood
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is pervas'ive , It holds true for Harry ShawlOut, 'I'ornmyVlilhelm and Vl)oocly

::5elbstand even Joseph in Dangling Man, perhaps the least J~\'ish in

temperament and certainly the least morally generous of Bellow's central

characters, is affecteJ by memories of hi e I,lontre31obi ldbood t "Lt ttle

since has worked upon me wi th such force ••• If he recalls, "1 sometimes

think it is the only place where I was ever allowed to encounter Y'eality.,,30

]oses Herzog is able to draw upon much the same sort of childhood, in the

same Montreal slums. For him that childhood has a significance nowhere

matched in intensity throughout Bellow's work: "Young Jews, brought up

on moral principles as Victorian Lad i es were on pianoforte ami needl~s

pOint •••,,3lis the way he categorizes those of his own generation.

"Here was a wider range of human values th':l.\'1he had ever again been able

to find," 32 he recalls, echoing Joseph's sense of a lost intensity.

A mixture of compassion and a sense of being close to the centre

of 'real' life marks Bellow's depiction of Jewish ghetto life and its

legacy is clearly seen in JtJ oses Herzog, for whom it become" an important

factor in finding a way to piece together the fragments of his lL e.

In one of his letters he attacks an old friend and colleague, Shapiro,

for presenting "A merely aesthetic critique of modern History! After the

wars and mass killings! You are too intelligent for this. You inherited

rich blood.
32Your father peddled apples," which is to eu gest that

Shapiro's cultural inheritance, as a Jew from a background very similar

to Herzog's own, puts him too closely in touch with the realities of the

business of living to be misled and misguided by a view of life, the

Western view, distorted by distance from the issues. This claim for

Jewish clear-sightedness and a sharp focus on reality is hea d once again

in To Jerusalem and Back, where Bellow repeatedly su gests that the Vest's

failure to ap:9reciate the predicament facing Israel is di ectly

attributable to its failure to appreciate the tenuous nature of freedom

itself. In The Dean's December this lack of clarity is described as a
"soft nihilism," common to VTestern Europe and America where "life is
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highly enjoyable and there's gr~at reluctance to focus clearly on a

pal'n level. ,,34 LulLe d bv s» t' f d t' t_ ~ u a ~ew genera lons 02mocra lC governmen

they conceive of freedom and the r-isrht to live as a hirthright -- a

mistake that a Jew, even in this day and. age, would. never make.

It can be seen, then, that certain general tbematic qualities of

Bellow's fiction indelibly mark him as a "Jewish" American novelist,

concerning himself with social and moral attitudes and matteTSof human

potential in the context of his particular cultural experience.

Something of this becomes apparent in The Invention Of The Jew where

Bernard Sherman investigates the generic aspect of this questi orring

spirit. Sherman identifies a Jewishness in Bellow's fiction, asserting

that his novels fall w i thin the recognizable genre of "Jewish ed.ucation

novels." Borrowing from Jacob Sloan, Bernard Sherman identifies "the

novel of education as ,a Journey of exploration in which traditional values

are beine: considered, accepted, rejected or transfigured!" 35 a definition

which Sherman, riehtly, takes to characterize much of Jewish-American

fiction. He argues that

The education novel exactly reproduces the central
experience of American Jewry: the movement from
the enclosed shtetl (Eastern ~uropean village)
environment, with its highly ordered and pervasive
moral system (diffused by present lore and a
necessarily realistic view of humanity), to the
exacting demands of an industrial society. 36

Furthermore, Sherman proposeS that the very nature of the Jewish education

novel differentiates it from what he calls the American adolescent novel

by observing that whereas the adolescent novels of the forties and fifties

are psychological in orientation and cover a
shorter period in the protagonist's life ••.•
~I ost of the Jewish-American novels of the Forties and
Fifties continue a concer-n w i th societal
circumstances equal in importance to the
psychological. Furthermore, the Jewish novelist is
more likely than t~e non-Jewish novelist to
structure his treatment of the personality of 37
the protagonist around family interrelationships.

Here agair., these genel'alized observations can be seen as descriptions
characteristic of the experience of the typical Bellovian protagonist.
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Sven in late-midJle or old age such prot agoni.sts are still "growing",

forci ng themselves to examine th t r expev i ences in an effort, as li1".0arnm12T'

says, litoget a handle on the situation." 'l'hesucces or f::tilure of thi s

effort defines the character's human sign i.f'Lc.mce and is entral, perhaps

vital, to Bellow's fictive enter_rize.

Arguably none of the themes and concerns (escribe,l above 3.1"

exclusively Jewish. The bildungsroman and erziehungsroma12.a""e,as

Sherman allows, f'o+rns used by J'ev s at cl non-Jews alike; n-Jews also tre-t

the themes of isolation and.family and write urban Lo t i one , Howeve r,

what is at issue is not the incidence of the theme~ but their repe ted

coi ncf.d ence in Jewish-American fiction, a coincidence pr-ornpt ina the

suggestion that there continues to be a .Iew.ieh dimension to the work of

those autho1"s who, like Saul Bellow, find themselves he'r to a S01"tof

cultural Judaism. Indeed, for many there remains in the writing a certain

Yidc'l.ishtonc\lity. Philip Hoth for instance i entified it a.sa sort of

"bouuci.ness" capturing "the rhythms) nuanc es and emphases of urban and

immigrant speech" 38am1, in Saul Bellow's case, Er-vi.n«Howe has amplified

Roth's more general judgement by d8scribin~ how

Bellow's style dra s upon Yiddish, not so much
through borrowed diction as through ul1lierlying
intonation and rhythm. The jabbing interchange
of ironies, the intimate vulgarities, the blend
of sardonic and sentimental whi~h characterizes
Yiddish speech, all are lassoed into Bellow'S
English: so that what emerges is not an exploitation 39
of folk memory but a vibrant linguistic transmutation.

Moreover, Howe locates in this distinctive use of language "a comic
rhetoric that keeps turning its head back to Yiddish even as it keeps

racing way from it, rAO and ins.ists that Bellow's prose is an example of

"that sharp, nervous prose American Jewish writers have made their own,

a 9rose that depends on the heightening and tensing of urban speech
41rhythms ••.•" Certainly Bellow can and does reproduce the Yid ish

English of the immigrants through characters like Grandma Lausch (in The

Adventures Of Augie March) or Maurice Venice (Seize The Day). More

significant, however, is the way in which the Yiddish tonalities of
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Bellow's prose Lend themselves to the hur sh, even brutal, abru:_->tnes

that characterizes contemporary American 3n~lish and. thereby gives

expression to the harshne;;;;sand brutality that underlies 80 much of

contemporary experience. This fact is recogni.zed in "Him "Nith ~is F'oat

In His lvlouth"when Harry ;;ihamut describe;;;;Yid ish as "a hard laneuae; •.•.

Yidrlish is severe ami bears clownwithout mercy." 42

It is possible to see how this 'hardness' works in helping 3ellow

attain the "street-tough raciness" 4.3which characterizes so much of his

writine;. In the following passage the sardonic irony and the jarring

mixture of high and low speech idioms combine to provide ~reclsely the

sort of sharp, taut prose which Irvin Howe escribed.
We were ••• for instance, at a Lormal university
dinner, and I was sitting beside an old woman
who gave millions of ,-lollarsto opera com antes
and orchestras. I was sometbing 0... a star that
evening and wore tails, a white ti'jybecause
I had just conducted a performance of Pe~golesi's
Stabat Mater, surely one of the mo::;tmovinb \orks
of the eighteenth century. You wou11 have thou~ht
that much music had ennobled me, at least until
bedtime. But no, I soon began to spoil for
trouble. It was no accident that I was on liLrs.
Pergamon's right. She was going to be hit for a
big contribution. Somebody had dreamed up a
schola cantorul'l,and I was oupposed to push it
(tactfully). The real pitch would come later. 44

Clearly, with Bellow it is not so much a matter of specific elements

of his Jewish heritage remaining intact to be reproduced in his fiction

as it is of the spirit of this heritage surviving, somewhat transformed

in appearance, to animate the characters in a distinctive way. In a very

particular sense, then, the Jewish voice survives. It is not, perhaps

much evident in Dangling Man (though even here the power of Joseph's

Jewish family background is acknowleriged) but in The Victim the

significance of Leventhal's Jewishness is made apparent, as is its

connection to the necessary social dimension of humanity. Further, from

Augie arch on the characters t~(e on the general shape and dimensions

of this hard, immigrant Chicagoan, street wise but fiercely intellectual,

whose perceptions are undercut with a strong Jewish dimension, a
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Jewishness drawing on the ironic humour and special knox ledge of rea'lt ty

which his background has e;iven him.

The ubiquity of this character type is such that even 3e11ow'8

non-Jewish characters (like Sugene Henderson or Charlie Citrine) seem

to share these qualities in some measure. Indeed it is surely this

resemblance that Abraham 3ezanker waS referring to in suggesting of

Bellow's protagonists, that "their distinctive dimension arises from the

fact that they wear the heart on the sleeve as if it ere the Star of

David." 45 Thus, Bellow's protagonists, predominantly Jews, achieve a

comprehensiveness of vision, are able to keep a focus on the world in a

way that for others has become almost totally impos'·ble. In an age

characterized by atomization and alienation, essentiall< matters of

human eli vorce, Saul Bellow's fiction attempt" a 'reconnection' of humanity

to certain eternal verities about the human condition and his self-interpretec

Jewish vision is central to that effort.

One area in which this cultural, secularized Jewishness is most

evident is in Bellow's treatment of death, the consideration of which

is central to most of his works particularly the later ones. The opening

lines of HA Silver Dish" provide powerful testimony to the nature of this

speculation which is, essentially, a debate on how contemporary perceptions

of death influence the value and significance of life.

What do you do about death -- in this case,
the death of an old father? If you're a
modern person, sixty years of age, and a
man who's been around, like Woody 'elbst,
what do you do? Take this matter of
mourning, and take it against a contemporary
background. How, against a contemporary
backgrounci, do you.mourn an octogenarian
father, nearly blind, his heart enlarged,
his lungs filling with fluid, who creeps,
stumbles, gives off the odors, the moldiness
or gaSSiness, of old men. I mean! As
Woody ut it, be realistic. Think what
times these are. The papers daily give
it to you -- the Lufthansa pilot in Aden
is described by the hostages on his knees,
begging the Palestinian terrorists .not to
execute him but they shoot him throug~the head. Later they themselves are Kl11ed •
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And still others shoot others, or shoot
themselves. That's what you read in the
press, see on the tube, mention at dinner.
We know now what goes daily through the
whole of the human communi ty , like a global
death-peristalsis. 46

The forced and unwilling intimacy which is evident in the physi al

description of advanced age is characteris tic of such considerations.

In Bellow's fiction images of death are powerfully immecliate and often

personalized, being suggestive of its intrusiven ss, its power over the

IJrOCaSs of living. Ar tur dammlar, for instance, sees "death seated inside

the heal th capsule," 47 Humboldt envisages the world "snatched, ravished

by death, throttled, smothered," 48and the aging Albert Corde feels a

funeral to be a personal" death rehearsal," 49 accounting for his reluctance

to visit cemeteries with the uneasy joke that "it WaS just as easy for your

dead to visit you, only by now he would have to hire a hall." 50 Even

those at some distance from death are prey to its advances: Hloses Herzog,

for instance, locates on the face of Phoebe Gersbach, "small bloodless

marks .... As if death had trieJ her with his teeth and found her still

unripe." 51.

The extent to which the spectre of death, in a post-religious age,

governs the nature and meaning of life, has been closely observed by

Saul 3ellow. "People are dying •••" says lioses Herzog, "for lack of

::;omethingreal to carry home when day is rl.oneJ'52 It is a feeling, a

belief in a debilitating cultural emptiness, ~hich has been consistently

rei t.er-at ed in his books. "People go overboard eaat Iy , I guess t.hez ' re

not as strong that way as they used to be and when thingB get rou;_;,hthey

give in," 53 observes Asa Leventhal of his sister in law's behaviour following

the death of her small son. In Mr. Sarnmler's Planet the weak:-:essis

specifically connected to the fear that death is just oblivion: "What

it amounted to was limi t Le es demand -- insatiability, refusal of the

doomed creature (death being sure and final) to ,0 away from this earth

t· f' d " 54 Th . }' t' f h' f 1 d f r t r 'f,' gunsa asri e • e .imp .ica a.ons 0 t•.1S rA U::i8 an ear a e e rl yr n
carte-blanche for self indulgence and it is precisely his conflict with
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such implications that makes Artu-r SammIe"" Bellow's most liverish and least

attractive pTotagonist. FOT the selkeof humanity a CUTe ~or this fear is

nacesaary or, as King Dahf'u intimates to Hend erson, 'tall the be t t.er im:l~ini'1::

will have to 1)(~ sur-r-endered ,II 55 It is pr-eci scIy this sort of sur-renter that

Bellow consistently rejects, seeking inst ad for his char~cters a n w

un.terst andi ng of death. 'I'husCharlie Citrine sets himself Itafinal and

ever higher achievement, namely an indispensable metaphysical revision, Cl.

more correct way of thinking about the question of deat.h,It 56

Such epipha~ies occur. 'IIn Him With His Foot In His Mouth," Shawmut

is able to record how "I thought about death, an-ialso about the best topics

for reflection approp~i~te to ~y age, the on the w.ol a~reeable openness

of things toward the end of the line." 57 'I'hey are, however, e:xtrme Iy

hard won, the result of a confrontation with death an,]a recognition of

its essence. As with the vivid imagery of Bellow's lan6uaee of death, the

protagonists ac ieve an understanding only by submitting th mselves to its

reali ty , by focussing closely on its inevi tabi li ty. Thus 'Pommy Hilhelm

finds a release from terror in his confrontation with an unknown corpse,

finding, in the universality of death, an expression of his own humanity.

He can, finally, cry "with all his heart,!.!sinkin:?;"deeper than sorrow,

thT'ough torn sobs and cries towaru the consummation of his heart's ultim9.te

ne ed ;" 58

Such understandings are frequently experienced by Bellow's Jewish

characters drawing on forms of explicitly Jewish wi edorn, For example,

Schlossberg and Kaplan are able to discuss death at a birthday party without

feeling the sense of morbidity of which other gu sts accuse them. They

agree that the old Jewish custom of sewing one's own funeral shroud was a

good one: "At least they knew wher-e they stooJ and who they were, in those

days," remarks Schlossberg who goes on to suggest that the reluctance to

think about death stems from a reluctance to relin uish something (life)

that the majority have not leart how to use: "I was born once and I will

die once. You want to be t vo people? More than human? 1IJ aybe its because
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you don't know how to be one." 59 '}'11e necessi ty of being fully human and

of understanding exactly what humanity implies is somethinb that Bellow

attempts to d.escribe in all his novels: in response to young Hoses' qu st i on

of bow Adam came to be createJ. f-rom Just his mothe"!'rubs the palm of bsr hen

with a finger un ti I some thi ng earth-like appears. "k.aybe she offered me thi.s

proof partly in Cl spirit of comedy ..." muses the rmddle=ag ed Hercog , "the wit

you can have only when you consider death very plainly, when you consider

what a human being really is." 60 These remarks clearly recall Bellow's own

assertion that the West has lost its a-ppreciation of the strugg le f'or

survival in a way that the Jews, with their long R:istory of stTU g;le and

persecution, have not done and in this way they emphasize the apparent

Jewishness of Sarah Herzog's position.

'I'hatsame willingness to accept the truth, however unpalatable, 61
deomonstrated by Sarah Herzog ("I:OThad she always lied to spa+e his feelings, I)

says the naTrator introducing the episode), forces Charlie CitTine to lay down

his mystical and spiritual pre-occupations in recognitition of the real way

in which the dead can continue to live -- through the living. Despite his

repeated musings on the ideas of Hudolph Steiner and others expounding

theories on the afterlife Bellow, through the words of Charlie Citrine,

intimates his doubt over the veracity of their ideas when he observes that,

"to assume, however queerly, the immortality of the soul; to be free from

the weight of death that everybody carries upon the heart presents ••• a

terrific opportunity.,,62 The words 'however queerly' suggest that these

speculations on the spirit world are perhaps just an aid to attaining a

constructive state of mind, as also happens with Swedenborg in "Him With

His Foot In His Mouth." Certainly, such an interpretation is iven credence

by the conclusion of the novel, the way in which Humboldt is able to act
63"from the grave, so to speak •••" in a thoroughly rational, material way,

implying and demanding no belief in the spirit world. He acts by freeing

Citrine fTom the financial and legal problems in which he is entangled and
also by forcing him to recognise the folly of insisting on a 'highs"!'fate'
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and the value of the 'serious work' that t.hey had bus i e.I t l ernseLves w i tho

He acts through the legacy of the film scripts, the capers "which th wo rld

f'ound a use for," and it is t.h i s use to wh i ch Ci t r-i ne is r-e f'erin,,)whom he

t.e lls Humboldt's ex-wife:

No~ I begin to understanJ what Tolstoy
was getting at when he called on m~nkind
to cease the false and unnecessary comedy
of history Gnd begin sim~l~ to liv~. It's
become clearer and claarer to me in
Humbolut's heartbreak :J~d maJness. He
performed all the stormy steps of that

64That performance was conclusive.routine.

He acts also in waking Citri.ne conJ.ront the facts of de,th. Unable to

avoid attending the reburial of a man as close to him as Von Humboldt

Fleisher had been Charlie is mad to recognize the strength of seve1"ity

of the grave: "So the coffin was enclosed and the soil did 'lot come Jirectly

upon it. But thet;l,ho1l1did one get out? One didn't, d i.dn t t , didn't! You

stayed! you stayed! 65 Howeve-r, from this cry of despe ation Bellow mov s

Citrine to a more positive vision; that of a spring flo er _ushing up

through the dead leaves, an imaee of re-birth and rene1l1al,promisins- 1ilacs

(or, to be exact, croci) out of the dea(i land -- and dead in a very

particular sensa, as the flowe-r is found in the cemetary. The importan e

of this spring flower is emphasized by Citrins's recognition of the

inevi tabili ty of spring after wi nter e "1 guess it's going to happen after

all. On a warm day like this everything Looks ten times 66eader j " a

remark which mitigates and mutes the force of his earlier outburst on deat h,

and which is given further significance by a remark of Citrine's prompted

by the film of their screenplay, 'Caldofreddo': 'Ab, poor ch-racter, poor

fighting furious weep~ng hollering Humboldt. His flowers were abort d in

the bulb. The colours never came into the light, they rott_d in his chest.,,67

The implication is unmistakable: the flower, a symbol of rebirth (and of

Humboldt's continued existence) has been gTown thanks to the care of Charlie

Citrins who, in tending Humboldt's ideas, has brought forth flm ers which

would never, otherwise, have seen the light. 68
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~-'inally,supported by an 'inheritance' thousands of years ol.d, an

inheritance which iYl;;3i.stson the primacy of t.is life in shaping man's

thou:shts, Bellow's protagonists are coaxed and p""odded by ev nts into a

p sit i on where they are able to of'f er a cogent and purposeful Lnt er-pretati :n

of life in an age in which there is no certitude of life after death. It is

an interpretation ~irst offered by Schlossberg, in The Victim, but is of

crucial significance to the over-calI body of Bellow's fiction and is

char-act.eri zed both by the belief that life is valuable in i t s own riGht an.I

by an appreci3.tion of "the strength of the 'World, the human world and all its

wond.erful works." 69 However, as Bellow makes abunJ.antly cleaT, it is vital

that a man be fully human, th::tthe ;:;hould"meet the terms of his contract,,,70

since, in the words of Moses Herzog, IUieowe a human life to this waking

11 f ist 1 ~ h ',., 71 <.:' h . l' f ~ .spe 0- eXIS ence, regard ess or t e VOla. 0UC a be 18 , 01 OWIng a

human life, is, in its assumption of moral_imperatives, a restatement of the

importance of discovering how a good man should live. In pursuin a solution

to this problem Bellow's protagonists hold firmly to the metaphor of

reconnection, to a belief in man's capacity to t.ranacend the bar-ri ers

(of death, of waning social commitment) to his recovery of essential human
Ir t t' t ' 1, .... 1 ' ,., , 72VIr ue s, nat, In mr. :;)ammer s words, IIn hIS heart each man knows' •

}loweveT, if as Samrnler so emphatically asserts, "we know, we know,

we know, we know" why do we, for the most part, behave as if we have so

thoroughly forgotten? The answer, in Bellow's view, lies in the powerful,

faceless pressUTes which bear do~m on the individ.ual emphasizing isolation,

weakness and.impotence; the total inefficacy of man's social dimension.

Herzog, for instance, suggests that "the old proposition of Pascal ••• that

man is a reed, but a tl:ri..rltirl?,'me,d might be taken with a different emphasis by

the modern citizen of a democracy. Re thinks but he feels like a reed

bending before centrally generated winds." 72 Arguably, if people have

ceased 'to meet the terms of their contracts' it is because mass society

has (paradoxically) tended to deny the validity or value of such contracts,
has negated the significance of the individual aB part of the totality.
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Growing out of this unremittino onslaught, Bellow suggests, com s a

false life-view, a mi:::;takenlyhigh demand and expectation of the human

condition which encourages people to lose sight of their common humanity.

Such tendencies are variously described: Dean Corde sees th ill in terms of

a "soft nihilism" while "Sugene Henderson depicts a gap between 'being'

peopl e and 'becoming:'people. All, however, share the aame vgenee ia and

describe substantially the same p~oblem. In a sense this returmus t the

matter of the J ws' special knowledoe of reality and Bellow's rep at d

assertions that intellectual contructs are insufficient to ac~ate such

a reality. However, 3ellow's version of this process of Jis~ociation is

perhaps more complex than the description allows an.Iis best seen in terms

of a fragmentation of realities, of a high as will· as a low r-eali t.y , Thus,

of equal importance to any insistence that reality is beyond the erasp of

mere intellectuality and theory is the recognition thot the hard, 'bottom

line' realism of the materialistic mentality is equally in'ufficient because

it fails to encompass the realm of the human spirit. Perturbed by the

apparently widespread abandonment of hi "her spiri tual values, Bellow has

persistently argued the need faT art to embody them, to become the powerful

expression of human spirituality in the twentieth century. Only through

art can such values be expressed ami art alone has "the stren th" to rival

the attractions of naTcotics, the magnetism of TV, the excitement of sex,
or the ecstasies of destruction.' " 74

The mOTe apparent aspect of this conflict of realities, certainly the

morepublicized and controversial aspect, has been nellow's attitude to the

adherents of the low reality, those who seek to reject the moral and spiTitual

dimensions of man, either to legitimize their own social-. arwinistic

brutality or to excuse the growing evidence of social b~eakdown as beina

purely a response to the economic brutalities of the denatured inner city

environment. To an extent Bellow has rashly courted, contrarily provoked

even, the sort of criticism he (and Corde in The Dean's December,) received

by an ambiguous stance on the emotive racial problem and by an apparent
absence of human feeling for those on the receiving end of decades of inner
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•ualitie~ that constitute hUEG.llity u~J Bellow's intent in writins fiction

can be v i.ewe d G.soein._; c ons.i st ant \Ji th t hat of DeL.!_!1Corde in wr i.t Ln.; his

contl'ovcrGiL~l o.rticles for Eo.rper' s lllo.._;azinc: both)ossessinc; " t lie

llil;~l intc:ntion -- to :)reven t t he i\l.1erican id.ea fran e .i.u., pounced

into dust .,"+o'et""-~ !!76
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It is just such a concern >.bout the re:.:,c'-'.ted assL~ults bc i.nr; i:lSl.deon

i.IDat is, in 8c:;;,ence, the s1-'o.rk of life tnct can aLao be seen in 3e110\'·J's

..:).ny art i.c Les and ape echea , II'rhe human be i.n g is not wuat he coruucn Ly

tjought El. century aso. rle ,.uestion nevertheless reucins •••• \' at is

I} ,)

he ?" (I he asies in one article '\·;l!ich s eelcs to reject D.dcterl.linist

in t er pr eta tion of .can t, •• nd these Lnt er pr e to. tions huvc their fie tional

equi vaLents in the !1r eoLi, ty inc; t r uc tors" of Bellow's fie tion, c iar ac tel'S

1i~e Simon MD.rch or Rinaldo Cantabile determined to impart some sense

of 1f nar sh reali tyfl to dreamer - pr ot a.yonLsts Li.l;e AuGie 'larch D. id Chnr Li,e

Citrine. In eomo respects 'ellO\J is ea~er to embrace this do.y to day

reality as a neceaca r y count er=-baLanc e to the igher world: "Luckily •••

I didn't hav e t:lG Llcans to bet too far away from our COr,1YllOn life, ,,'78

reflects iloses llerzog attributing t_ is 'linitation' to his continued

3rasp on re~lity. What Bellow rejects ia the coarsening of this reality,

the one which confronts man with the problems of sheer survival, into an

eLlical justifieation of brutality: IlV.fhat makes you think realism must

be bruta17,,79 Herzolj asks. It is a reDark achoed and amplified b' many

others: for instance, when Cantabile offers to or;anize an 'accident' for

Citrine's wife, he justifies his suggestion by makin~ an a~pe~l to brutal

reality: ill' ill only remindinG' you this is Chicago, after all. II Ci trine,

hO'.'18ver, in the traciition of Bellow's protaG,'onists, men committed to the

principle::.; of hie:;l18r imagining and humanity, rejects the power OJ. such a

reality: If hnety-eight per-cent nightmare, so you think I should total
80it?" The ScHlierefusal is made by others, most obviously Augie 'larch, \'1.10

rejects the rou~e to wealth and comfort cynically a opted by his brother

Simon in favour of finding himself and expresses their co u;wn dilemma

b" saying:
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"You couldn't Get the a mission out of me tlat a si,tuat.ioricouldn 't be

he.l pe.I and was Lne.scapab Iy ba.i , but 1 was eternally 100kin3 r or a way out,
2.1

am!. what was up fa'"LJ.uesttonwas whether I was Cl. man of'110ge or foolish ess."

Zqually invidious, thouSh, i:;;the tenJency, or Jesire, to escape from

this ordinaTY reo.lity ClnJ pur::3uec:. 'hi,5herfate' one r_ffiot f-om the

'real' world. Bellow observes the existence of such a ten ency in his

depiction of the West a::3being remote from the problems and dange+s of mere

survival, but sees it as being p~rticularly marked, as has been obs'Tved,

among the intellectu3-ls of Western culture, and this tlesire to es (lpeis an

impulse against which many of his characters must struggle. Ch3T-cteristically

they seek for themselves "a separate destiny," 82and, like Tommy 'Vilhelm,

desire only "to be freed from the anxious nd narrow life of the 83averag,. "

During the course of the booko however each one comes to recoenize that he

has no right to expect to be thus set free, th t he is no more justi ied in

i!trying to spend [hisJ whole life in the upper storeys of hi.~her

consciousness, ' 84 than is ni naLdo Cantabile in seeking to Legi timize

thuggery and brutality by appealing to the laws of the jun~le.

In fact, as Citrine himself suggests, 'real' life -- the life which

participates in the 'real' orld -- can only be discovered by achieving a

balance between both of these realities:

In Baudelaire I had found the following
piece of curiam'; advice: heneve+ you
receive a letter from a cTeditor write
fifty lines upon some e:traterrestrial
subject and you will be saved. ¥hat this
implied was that the vile quotidienne
drove you from the globe, but the eeper
implication was that real life flowed
between here and there. Real life was a
relationship between here and there.
Cantabile, one thousand per cent here
bore this out. 85

It is a relationship previously explored in the novel Henderson

The Halo Kln~. Henderson, a typical 13ellovian hero seeking his way out of

a life-crisis, at first feels he has found it in the spirit of

'grun-tu-molani' ('man wants to live') which he lea.rnsfrom the gentle

Arnewi tribe. However, as King Dahfu of the Wairiri tells him, "Granted,
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I"Tun-tu-moLmi is ouch , ut it Is not alone euf'fi i.ent , 1,)1".Herulerson ,

more i retluire.l,It 6 and this 'more' r eve als it self in a s ort of harrlne as ,

a reco[niti n of the harsher Lorces wh'ch shape anJ ;overn Ii e as well as

those 'hiBher' aesires. s a ('tmon;st~J.tionof this extra dimension i the

'.~airiri's thinking Bellow c'r eat es comparison et een the ''''{ii r-i's at t i tu Ie
to cattle and that of the rnewi. 'It) the Ar n ,Ii cattle :1"r8 s acre.i 3.1'1 l cannot

be harm d , even at ::i time of dr ougn t nJ f arnine , the Vai1'iri, on t he other

hand , sacrifi.ce their cattle in or Ier to bTi"]€,'r air , 'I'he Lmpltcati on would

seem to be thut the Arnewi, by se8kin~ to abstra t t em'elves rom the

harshness of life, have in fact oonderrmet then s Ives to lives of misery,

unable to mak available to themselves the full potentiul of lif It is

an ep.isode 1 hich recalls "3e11ow's fre juen t ly aseer t d belie th t an

unr emi ttinQ hist.o+y of persecution h s kept the J'ev s in close touch w.i 'th

the reali ties of the human condi t i on, Moreover it p ovl.des 'orneid.a of why

sirrdLar Ly harsh and unpleasant reali ties (in the o+rn of _me+i can social

breakdown) t.nsi st on obtruding in much of the later f i ct i cn , In fact,

Herzog" lilr.3af11ml,r'S Planet, Humbol\lt's Gift ami The Dean's ')ecember all

exhibit the ~ame ~ort of tendency, to yoke togdthe~ two sepa-ate plots __

one from the hi6her world of ideals and id a~ an a seconu from the bash,

vulgar world of urban America -- in such a way that they act upon and reflect

one anothe~, indeed inte-racting to such an extent th t they become

interdependent. Observine just ~uch a phenomenon in Humboldt's Gift

Sanford Pinsker remarks that "character::>like Citrine re uiT'e a thickly

textured counter-balanci.ng if the novel is to avoid spinning off into those

'higher worlds' Rudolph ~teiner writes about. In Tumboldt's Gift there is
87 a statement enually applicable to ither of theno shortage of anchors," ·L

two novels which preceded it.

Ultimately, as A.ugieMarch attempts to make clear, a man must come

to the whole world with a more inclusive sense of reality if he hopes ever

to understand himself and the nature of humanity:
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a man coul.i spend :::OTty, fifty, sixty
years •.• insi1e the walls of his 0 ~
bei G. And all gTeat exgerience ....
And all hi3h conversati n .... Anl ~ll
acuievsmen t 'auld st ay wi t ni n those
wall~ •••. This waul be only ~ terri Ie
hideous Jr8am about existin~. I~'s
better to Iii:;(lit hes "mel hit other ruys
with youI' shovel than die in the walls. 8

This realization is emphas i zed by blintouchian's advice to Au ie thot,

"It is better to die what you are than to live a stranger for ever."
Augie is t~e great proponent of fulfilling the 'elf and the l·vin~ out

9

of life on lines dictated by character and a cordingly advoc' tes that ~

thing shouLd come, "easi.Ly or not at all," 90 claiming that "I never tried

to exceed my conati tutdon;" 91 This stance argues or the suffi t ency of

being human, a point of view already exp~essed by ~chlossb.rg in The Victim";;_"';___;'-'-~-"

as if to sUGgest that sinroly achieving humanity -- with the dema ds it makes

in terms of accepting death anu recounizing the natuTe of 'real life' _- is,

i.nfact, no small achievement at all. 'I'hi s, surely, is what und "lies Augi e
II 9~

MaTCh's description of himself as "a so+t of Columbus of thooe near-at-hancl•••,

and takes the form of a belief that excellence lies not in the extreme or

unusual, not in the romantic Tebel or superman but in man doing his utmost

to be worthy of the term human. It is a belief which undoub t edly colours

Bellow's rejection of the romantic view of life, 'ith its insistence on

'major statements' and the position of the artist as alienated Lndividual

but it has equal bearing on the attention, eel bration everyof the human and

'ordinary' which is evident in Bellow's iction, a celebration which rows

out of a commitment to the perception of reality as a day to day 'ordinary'

reality as well as a higher spiritual reality.

The persistent problems that BellO'.,,'sprotagonists have faced in

achieving such a balance and the increasing difficulties th~t they have

experienced in arguing the existence of a realm of the spirit have led a

numbe r of critics to sugge st a growing pessimism on Bellm'l's part. There

is an argument that the victories for the human spirit achieved in the

books from The Adventures Of Augie M.arch to Herzog are far less evident in
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his subsequent writinGs and that there is evidence of a pro[_iT8ssively

entTenched conservatism in the characters of ArtuT SammIer, hD."!"lieCitrins

and AleilCmJer COTue which _,orTespond.:.:;closely to their J.eep_nint-,GSDGi"'"

regarding the perceived decl-ine of estern :.:lociet.;;.It is an argument not

without merit. Inarguably the later wo,..kshave a mO"!"8perceptibly

conservative tone to them f'ounded on the liverish ill-tempe"!"of ·'ammler

and Corde regarding the folly and unworthiness of most of their f llow

citizens anti even Professor ShawrfJut's protestations ag<linst being considered

a reaganite tend to confirm rather than dispel the belief that Bellow's more

recent protagonists have been (luite closely inclinee!.to that particular end

of the political spectrum. 93 There has also been samet ling of a shrill

q_uality in their social pontificating, bespea1<ing BelLow 's own sense of

growing urgency, and a certain tone of ~nxiousness in their response to the

advancing barbarism of the age. This is evident not only in the portrayals

of incipient social breakdown contained in ::iamrnler'sconfrontation wi.th the

negro pick pocket or in Corde's experience of the Jisaffected un(lerclass,

but in the depiction of a fundamental erosion of tradi t Lonal liberal values,

like freedom of speech and expression, extendin into the very pIa es where

they should most firmly be ensh,.in8(1amid the most precious of humanitarian

values. Such an erosion, partially perpetr" ted by a new intellectual

orthodoxy of the left as a way' of illegitimizin- political dissent, can be

seen as beginning to take shape in Bellow's work with the orchestrated

heckling of Artur dammler's lecture during which specific comparisons are

made between the demonstrators and barbary apes and there is a delibe 'ate

evocation of the laws of the jungle.94 It can be seen as progres ing through

Charlie Citrine's more robust and semi-comic exposure to the vulgarization

of intellectual debate in the form of the ganoster with the Ph.D wife and

culminating in Dean Corde's experience of campus disruption an hostility

to his controversial magazine articles. In these cases the new b utalism,

the conviction "that real was also brut:3.l. And the acceptance of excrement

as a standard
t
"95 for humanity emphasizes Bellow's perception of the debasing
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and Jevaluing of liberal human values.

It is, however, extreme to inter}ret these alarm calls as eviJen e

of utter despair beine at work in Below's fi tion or to see them in terms

of proof of a volte face in the noveli.st's -political thinl ·ng. "ather, as

the critic John Hollcmd.er has argued, this 'reactionary' on rn to refute

tlJeincoming tide of -po8t-liberal intel ectual opinion is assenti· lly

consistent with the ideas and op·nions that marked "Sellow's earlier work.

conceding that the book "could plea e er rt r.i n neo-conservative riti s,"

Speaking 'lithparticular referen e to II':r. .3amml r's Planet Holl.ande v , vh i e

argued that it was not "a political book" or one which mark d a noticeable

chan.-e of heart:
I don't think any of his previ ous bOOI<3 ref e ts
a -political cast which, if extrapola ed.,wou d
have been very, very Ji~fer3nt 1'0 t~·t. I
think as time go s on that book will se2m less
and less politically polarized an.lmore a
matter of what had. simply not baen aILowed to
surface a 1 of the time. 96

InJeed the argument which Sammler aridCor-de in par-ti cuLa'r ave with what

Nor-man Podhoretz has described as "t.hef'aahionab e, preval nt culture 0

the pe~iod," 97 is not 80 much an i 1eol03i al dispute, t!1 out.bur-st of

'jutreactionary feeling, a.3 l id:in objection t t le ismisBal of

examples of the squeezing out of'the moral and spiri tual dimensions of

pluralistic liberal values. It is a reaction to one of the more saddening

exerted upon him. Thus, what some have seen as an aband.onment of liberal

humanity In favour of a materialistic, almost !:5cientificallyclemonstra'Jle,

evaluation of man as the sum total 0 the ::;ocialanj environmental pressures

values ror the dub i ous earrnents of reactionary thinking, can be better seen

as an example of the genuine concern th t :Sellow exhibits for the higher

reality, the moral reality he brings alive th ough his commitment to the

spi ri.tual and.social f'uncti on: of art.
Pitted against the clamorous cries of "limitless demand," of the ever

wilder tunes played on the personality 98 and the "eman ipation resulting

in madriess" 99 which, in Bellow's fiction, has increasingly c.aracterized
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the Ln rivilual t s r-espons e to his per-cei.vel social impotence and mort al

ir::::;i-=nifican~e, the mo.Les t cornrni'trnent tis protagonists make to ordinary

100tum' ni ty m.sy seem mut ed , - :~oneL el es s it is pr-eci s eLy such cm, in

eeser.ce , unr-emar-kaoLe comrnitment to the sufficiency of one life pr oper Ly

used that tad provilej them witt the i~p tus to achieve a new un' erstanjing

0' t~eir hum~nity, a humanity as earthily rooteJ in the characteTs of

E rry .::Jbaw:nutand ~:;oody Selbst as it is in the earlier, more illust"'"ious

figures like Lo es Herzog ani Augie MaTch. It is, moreover, in :Lts dense

an, complex mel dmg of Jew and Americ3.Yl, intellectual ani Tough, a version

of humanity whicb offers a vigorous ani compelling response to that large

moral ue s t i on -hi ch 3e1low's ietio al enqut r i es have, f+om the

~eginning, set the ,selves the ta-k of answering.
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I am very much alone in Vancouver, but that
is my own fault, too. When I arrived, I was
invited to a party by local musicians, and
I failed to please. They gave me their
Canadian test for U.S. visitors: Was I a
Reaganite? I couldn't be that, but the key
question was whether El Salvador might not
be another Vietnam, and I lost half of the
company at once by roy reply: "Nothing of
the kind. The north Vietnamese are

although the novelist, perhaps not surprisingly, hesitates to align

either himself or his characters too closely with the more particular

platforms and issues of a specific version of those attitudes.
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100. Herzog, for instance, comes to reject his own efforts

"to be a marvellous Herzog, a H TZOg who perhaps clulOsily,

tried to live out marvellous ju a l i,ties vague Ly comprehended,"

(p.llO) and instead recognizes t.hat "the e t r ne;th of a man's

virtue or spiritual capacity is measured "by his ordinary life."

(p. 99 ).
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CHAPTE:R "SIGH'r

"All re .Iews",
Bernard Malamud's ;5ecular
'l'ransformationof Jud a'ism,

It has been Bernard 1alamud's particular miafortune to spend

half of his career suffering a declining eputation among the critics.

Bach book since The Fixer has be~n widely held to mark another step on

a downhill path with no U -I- •vurnlno' Partly this can be attributed to

the fact that Iv~alamuddid not begin to publish until he was nearly

forty: he did not work up to literary maturity, he began with it.

No works of ,enuine literary apprenticeship exist and this, in a very

real sense, has given talamud much to live up to:

any standards, waul" be a hard act to follow, as a mere second novel it

must have made promises that were almost impossible to fulfil.

Moreover, as his more recent publications have received a less

than rapturous reception so opinion of his earlier wo ks seems to have

been revised downwards. The nature of the objections has been varied:

it has been argued that his writing lacks a contemporary social

dimension; that it possesses a social dimension which seems artificially

applied; that his characters fail to move beyond mere stereotype; that

he is guilty of transparent plot manipulation and pedestrian moralism.

On the other hand, he has a number of vociferous supporters. Anthony

Burgess, for instance, has recently been making some fairly extravagant

~laims on Malamud's behalf and has included The Assistant and Dubin's

Lives among his collection of Ninety Nine Novels as well as giving

honourable mentions to 'r'heFixer and God's Grace. I

On one point, however, there has been consensus: in the era of

the Jewish-American writer Bernard Malamud has been the representative

par excellence of the 'movement', the writer who seems most obviously

to operate out of the Jewish tradition. This is not to say that there

has been no controversy about the nature of Malamud's Jewishness:
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clearly there has. It is simply that, overwhelming these considerations,

there has been a gener~l critical recognition that Bernard Malamud has a

s cure and certain relationship with his Jewish heritage and that it

informs and.gives distinctive shape to his fictions. This, perhaps, is

not surprising. Born in Brooklyn in 1914, !. alamud gre"l up in a comrnuni ty

more confident about the nature of its Jewishness than subsequent

generations of American Jews could ever be. The effect of acculturation,

of the 'Melting Pot' of American society, on ethnic subcultures was less

marked then, as was the tend.ency to politicize and radicalize Judai.,m

which, thoueh born in the sweatshops of nineteenth century New York,

received its greatest boost in the years of the Depr ssion. Furthermore,

though the Jews of these years were no stran ers to pog oms and

persecution, the scale and intensity of the Holocaust voul forever

change the sense of what it meant to be a Jew. All of this goes some way

to explaining the facility with which writers of Malamud's generation

have been able to handle the fact of their Jewishness. Younger writers,

all too often, fall either into an aggressive ethnicity occasioned by

their having to search for and assert their part in the Jewish tradition
2or, as in Bruce Jay Friedman's story "V:henYoiit r-eExcused, You're Excused,"

they seem uncertain as to the value, the exact nature or even the continued

existence of such a tradition. Malamud, on the other hand, seems to have

suffered no such confusions, apparently learning from his Jewish childhood

in New York much the Same lessons and values as Saul Bellow did in Montreal

and Chicago, learning to care for "the welfare of human beings, to be aware

of other human beings, what makes a man function as a man." 3 In fact,

Malamud's absorption of Jewish and Yiddish tradition and culture is so

strong, so profound that Irving Howe has been prompted to observe:

Malamud not only draws upon Jewish figures
and themes, not only evokes traditional
Jewish sentiments regarding humaneness and
suffering, he also writes what can only be
called the Yiddish story in English ••• which
makes him seem a grandson -- but a grandson
without visible line of descent -- of the
best Yiddish writers. For, as far as one
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can tell, he does not work out of an
assured personal relation to Yiddish culture;
he seems to have reached out for the idea
of it rather than to possess its substance. 4

Certainly, Malamud's appreciation of Judaism seems to be cultural

rather than r-eli gi oua in inspiration and.there is about his writing a

sort of folk story teller's consciouseness which emer es in a variety

of ways and gives a distinctive shape to his literary fictions.

Paramount in this shaping process is Malamud's use of language to create

what he has self deprecatingly described as "immigrant Engli sh" 5 but

which Sheldon Grebstein sees in the rather more impressive terms of

"a dialect style whi oh deliberately evokes the sound of Yiddish [and]

demonstrates malamud's familiarity with the old mother tongue, the common

language once spoken by seven million Jews regardless of their country

of habitation." 6 'I'h.ie style, as Crebstein has pointed out, has two

essential aspects. The first is a very precise rendering of dialect

speech, most notably in The Assistant and in early stories such as

"Take Pity", capturing the inversions, inflections and.syntactic

peculiarities of Yiddish-English with uncanny accuracy. The following

example is taken from the story, "Take Pity." Davidov is interviewing

Rosen about the death of Kalish, a p&,,'\:n'ty-strickengrocer.

'So? - Nothing. He didn't get out.
After a couple months he tried to
sell but nobody bought, so he stayed
and starved. They never made expenses.
Every day they got poorer you couldn't
look in their faces. "Don't be a damn
fool," I told him, "go in bankruptcy."
But he couldn't stand it to lose all
his capital, and he was also afraid it
would be hard to find a job. ''MyGod.,"
I said, "do anything. Be a painter,
a .janitor, a junk man, but get out of
here before everyb0dy is a skeleton."
'This he finally agreed with me, but
before he could go in auction he dropped
dead. '
Davidov made a note. 'How did he die?'
'On this I am not an expert,' Rosen replied.
'You know better than me.'
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'How did he die?' Javidov spoke impatiently.
'~ay in one ord.'
'From what he died? - he died, that's all.'
'Answer, please, this question.'
'Broke in him something. That's how.'
'Broke what?'
JBroke what breaks." 7

Dialogue is notoriously difficult to emulate realistically but 1alamud

not only succeeds in transcribino living s eech onto the page but

achieves, through the tortured syntax and tortuous constructions

("broke what breaks") a picture of the stoic nd fatalistic philosophy

moving within the man who speaks it. It is, moreover, a philosophy

that could not be rendered so directly through conventional english.

The second aspect concerns the absorption of some of these peculiarities

into a higher and more consciously literary style, frequently in the

form of interior monologue, where they serve to emphasize a pattern of

thought or an attitude rather than to provide a sense of local colour.

Thus even the thoughts of Malamud's most 11t erate, educated and apparently

assimilated characters are liable to be littered with Yiddish inflection~

such as the ones that come to biology teacher Albert Gar-s in 'The Silver
Crown",

In the subway, Albert figured he would call
it an investment in experience and see what
came of it. Education costs money but how
else can you get it? He pictured the crown
as he had seen it established on the rabbi's
head, and then seemed to remember that as he
stared at the man's shifty face in the mirror
the thickened lid of his right eye had
slowly dropped into a full wink. Did he
recall this in truth, or was he seeing in
his mind's eye and transposing into the past
something that had happened just before he
left the house? What does he mean by his wink?
-- not only is he a fake but he kids you?
Uneasy once more, the teacher clearly remembered,
when he was staring into the rabbi's fish eyes
in the glass, after which they had lit in
visionar.' light, that he had fought a hunger to
sleep; and the next thing there's the sight
of the old boy, as though on the television screen,
wearing this high-hat magic crown. 8

In this case Gans' willingness to accept that "Education costs money
but how else can you get it? reveals that he still draws upon a well
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of mordant, fatalistic humour hile the question 't1:hat<10 s he mean by

his 'ink? -- not only is he a fake but he k.ids you?" sugge ts an ironic

almost sal:-mocking outl"age. Both examples offer hat might be described

as a Jewish pers_ective on the possible raud couched in di.s t inct Ly

Jewish language. In this respect, however, what is really significant

is the way in which Malamud meLds these coILo.ju iali sms with passages of

'straight' American-En lish, once again using them to express attitudes

and emotions either difficult to convey or u~available in the expressions

and rhythms of the language 'orthodoxly' used, In a very real ~ense

this is bringing 'immigrant English' out of the ghetto anllfirmly into

the matne tr-eam,

Aside from this, very individual, use of language as an expression

of a sort of folk wisdom, there are a number of other ways in which

Malamud's writing echoes the world of common folk and the mode of the

folk stor-y, These echoes survive chiefly in the manner of his

storytelling, a blending of sophisticated artistic consciousness with

a deliberately simplified, naive approach to plot and character. It is,

perhaps, this that prompted Alfred Kazin to remark that Malamud "writes,

a little, the way Chagall paints •••'t9 since there is, for both, a

willingness to reach back into a communal, essentially Yiddish, folk

heritage, to mingle Teality and fantasy, to suspend the bcrderline of

disbelief which separates the two or, at the V8TY least, to blur that
10distinguishing line into meaninglessness. Such blurring has, of course,

a sophisticated pUTpose but, certainly in Malamud's case, there is an

apparent artlessness that separates his work from (for example) the

fabulations of John Barth and which possesses the substance of the folk

tale tradition. Thus "The Jewbird," "The Talking-Horse," and the apes

and monkeys of God's Grace exist in the tradition of animals who talked

to, instructed and even married humans, a tradition which is common to the

folklore of almost all cultures. Such similarities are supported by a
certain narrative baldness, a pared-down simplicity of plot exposition
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and flatness of character, which is observable in much of M.alamud's work

and combines with an absence of social specificities (such as would be

present in an Updike or Bellow novel) to suggest a timeless quality in

the stories themselves, a significance that (even in the case of a book

about a nuclear holocaust) transcends their immediate social and temporal

boundaries and concerns.

The purpose that such carefully crafted simplicity serves, even in

the 'artless' folk tale of a pre-literate culture, is overtly didactic

and lalamud 's fiction is simi larLy , and. explicitly, moralistic. Once

again his intent in recording the moral growth antistT'uggles of

suffering Jews can be seen to have clear parallels, indeed an obvious

ancestry, in the Judaic folkloric tradition which, even in the post-

Biblical era, demonstc:-atesa tendency to somewhat homiletic expositions

of scriptural precepts. As with those talzs much of Malamud's writing is

given over to a consideration of such basic human concerns as the

relationships between man and man and between man and God. Certainly

Calvin Cohn's somewhat querulous and argumentative relationship with an

apparently fallible yet still omnipotent Supreme Being has its genesis

in a uniquely Judaic version of the bond between God and man, Judaism

alLowi ng a far more dialectical relationship than is the case with

Christianity. Indeed, even Malamud's use of Judaism as a metaphor for

the moral conscience of humanity has a precedent in the Lurianic Kabbalah

and the stOTY of the Breaking of the Vessels. 11

Significant though it is, Malamud's contribution to the canon of

American~Jewish writing is far greater than the recording of a vanishing

dialect style or the recreation of a literature and way of life of a

by-gone age. Though this sort of folksiness has a strong and honourable

tradi tion in American letters, if Malamud was simply a sort of Jewish

Josh Billings he would hardly have received or warranted the kind of

critical attention and standing af~orded him since the pUblication of
The Assistant in 1957. What makes Malamu<1's sense and use of his
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JewishnesG both important and interesting is his ability to transfoTm and

w iden its meaning in a way that not only urriversali zes Jewish exper-tence

but makes it central to the cont.emporar'y human con.I i tiona

Such a powerfully moralistic version of Judaism has not been

12

universally accepted -- even among Jews. Philip Roth, in "Imaginin Jews,"

has called The Assistant "a manifestation of ethical Jewhood with ~at one

might legitimately call a vengeance," describing the moral authority
13Malamud exercises over the novel as that of a "tyrannical Yahweh ••••"

While Roth is correct in identifying a strong ethical element in this

(and all other) laal aroud novels he id, arguably, overreactin_, to see this

ethical element as tyr-rarucal , The cir-cumoi si.onwhi ch Fr ank Alpine

undergoes and which .oth regards as "an attack, as something more like

cruel and unusual punishment than poetic justice •••" 14 is also a

pre-requisite of entry into the Je 'ish faith. If, in the symbolic scheme

of the novel, it serves equally to highlight Frank's contribution ( an

act of self mortification to atone for raping Helen) then the extreme nature

of the self imposed atonement is surely matched by the extreme nature of

the crime.

Certainly Malamud's Jewishness possesses a moral force but it is, as

I have tried to suggest, wrong to see that morality as harsh or cruel: on

the contrary it is a moral sense frequently characterized by gentleness,

a meekness best described as Christlike (however inappropriate that may

appear). "In Malamud's fictional world •••" Jonathan Baumbach was written,

" a good man is not too hard to find •••" 15 and certainly Malamud'S work

abounds with good, gentle characters usually, though not invariably,

Jewish. The most celebrated of these is undoubtedly Morris Bober in

The Assistant and it is through Morris that Malamud gives the clearest,

least equivocal, description of Jewish moral aspirations. It is, by now,

a commonplace that the Jewish religion, and not only contemporary literary

versions of it, has traditionally placed greater emphaSis on deed than

creed but this fact is repeatedly emphasized in The Assistant and is
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revealed as a concept central to Malamud '5 Jewish vision when MOTris

tells Frank, "My father used t 0 say to be a Jew all you need is a good

heart," and explains this by contending
"Nobcdy wi11 tell me that I am not Je ish
because I put in my mouth once in a 11'Jhile
when my tongue is dry, a :;lieceHam. But
they will tell me, and I will believe them,
if T forget the Law. This means to do what
is right, to be honest, to be gooJ. This
means to other people. Our life is hard
enough. Why should we hurt somebody else?
For everybody should be the best, not only
for you or me. We ain't animals. This
is why we need the Law. This is what a
Jew believes." 16

This assertion, that Jewishness is primarily a response to the harshness

of life coupled with a determination to lessen rather than increase that

harshness, is given 'official sanction' by the rabbi at MorriS' funec-a1:

"i~orris Bober was to me a true Jew because
he lived in the Jewish experience, which
he remembered, and with the Jewish heart.
Maybe not to our formal tradition -- for
this I don't excuse him -- but he was
true to this spirit of our life -- to want
for others that which he wants also for
himself. He followed the Law which God
gave to Moses on Sinai and told him to
bring to the people. He suffered, he
endured, but with hope." 17

The rabbi's speech incorporates the history of the Jews into the

life and experience of one man. This, essentially, is Malamud's point

about Judaism, that it is a heritage available to all Jews but one which

brings with it certain duties and obligations. The first among these is

the obligation to respect the humanity of all individuals: '~y work, all

of it, is an idea of dedication to the human," lIalamud has said. "That's

basic to every book. If you don't respect man, you cannot respect my

work. I'm in defense of the human.lI 18

What being "human" involves, in Malamud's eyes, is amply demonstrated

in his most recent novel, the perversely impressive God's Grace. Here,

while lamenting the end of man in a thermonuclear explosion, the only

human survivor, Calvin Cohn, is still able to speak approvingly of
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"civilization, goodness, daring, joy; and all that man had done well. tI 19

Further, he wishes to teach these positive elements in man's make-up

to the chimpanzee survivors so that they might overcome the failings of

their uncivilized, animal natures (in a way man was, ultimately, unable

to do) and improve upon human civilization. In the end the very closeness

of the parallels between human and chimpanzee nature foreshadow and shape

the failure of Cohn's efforts.20 Nonetheless ~alamud never loses his

sense of human worth and constantly seeks to stress the existence of higher

human values even as he remains aware of the difficulties of asserting them:

Cohn said he thought to be human was to
be responsive to and protective of life
and civilization.
Buz said he would rather be a chimp. 21

Just as Malamud's work stands in defense of the human so Judaism has

stood in defense of the Jews, especially in enabling them to maintain the

humanitarian tradition which is central to the thinking of so many

contemporary Jewish writers. Jewish history is a history of persecution-

and subjugation, nonetheless the incorporation of elements of Judaic faith

into everyday facets of Jewish life, allied to an insistance, inherent in

the Jewish faith, on each individual's significance as a human being has

ensured the survival both of people and religion and nowhere in modern

literature is this more clearly recognized than in the work of Bernard
Malamud.

In Malamud's world a Jew cannot afford to negl.~;}tor abandon his

Jewishness: if he does he will be denying his humanity and it will have

serious repercussions for him. Thus in "The Lady Of The Lake," Henry

Levin-became-Freeman loses the girl he loves because she, a survivor of

Buchenwald, embraces her Jewishness as meaningful and can only marry

someone who does likewise. Critics have tended to ridicule this story

as a piece of contrivance: Mark Schechner ha", written that "The lesson

of this parable, that you should never lie about your Jewishness because

if you do the woman of your dreams will pass you bYi dissolves in
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absurdi,ty ami non-sequi tur as soon as it is thought about."
2

Arguably there is an element of schematic manipulation in Freeman's

rejection by the girl. As always with b.lamud (and in keepine; with the

folkloric mode) the moral concerns of his story are never far from the

surface action. Schechner's reductive and heavy-handed disingenuousness,

however, does not itself stand inspection since the obvious point of the

story is that Levin, by witholding and denying part of himself, is barring

his own route to personal and emotional fulfilment.
The importance of a Jew holJ.ing fast to Judaism is illustrated in

~alamud's fourth novel The Fixer. In this book the entire history of

Jewish persecution is shaped into a cohesive whole based on the M.endel

Beiliss case. Here the nature of anti-Semitism is laid bare in its

awfulness and illogicali ty. Once again the assertione are made that the

Jews are both creatures of a lower orier than humanity and fantastic in

their cunning and desire to destroy society and repeatedly their communal

blood gui It' t d 'rH J .' t!f 23 b p to_ as S resse. .J.'O ew lS Lnnoc en ••• 0 serves rosecu r

Grubeshov to Yakov Bok when Yakov demands a pardon. This assertion, based

on generations of Anti-Semitic prejudice, recalls a remark made by Yakov

earlier in the book which demonstrates the dangers of such ideas to those

they are directed against: when arrested "The Fixer readily confessed he

was a Jew. Otherwise he was innocent. II 24 Obviously Yakov at this point

substantially believes the things that are said about the Jews. Not

perhaps the details of blood rituals and secret plots but the burden of

the ideas, the implication that the Jews are a menace. Indeed this is

exactly Yakov's position at the beginning of the novel. He blames his

problems on the JewS rather than their persecutors and it is this sense of

shame (the shame which prompted Henry Levin to become Henry Freeman) against

which he struggles throughout the book. "What was being a Jew but an

everlasting curse? He was sick of their history, destiny, blood guilt,,,25

he despairs at one point. Nevertheless, despite his early desire to abandon
his Jewishness he is ultimately unable to, partly because the Russians will
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not alLow it but most notably because only Judaism can sustain him as

he struggles "with ten f ingcr s to hold onto his mind •••• ·f 26 He inds

that only the artef~cts of his religion, ironically provided by his

captors, serve to comfort him. The prayer shawl which he wrapS around

himself for warmth continues to warm him long a.'tar it has become rag~_ed

and full of holes; a few blood stained paes of a Hebrew Bible occupy

his mind; the phylactery "box, which he "breaks open for more readin

matter, gives off "a curious human odour ••••" 27 The 'Jlood, the warmth,

the human odour, all these serve to remind Yakov of his humanity and

strengthen his resolve to prove his innocence as a Jew and his right to

be treate,i as a human being. In -regaining his sense of being a Jew,

Yakov :regains his sense of moral and human res'Jonsibility. re becomes

aware of his :l.utiesto and for others a:o>well as the burden tb·t is

placed on him by "the accident" of his being a Jew. This social dimension

dictates that he must not endanger the rest of the Jewish cornmunity by

selfish actions that might gain him a pardon' or bring an end to his

suffering. Furthermore, he gains compassion. Early in the novel he is

ma-rkedly bitter about his wife leaving him but experience teaches him

that it is better to lessen than increase the sum of pain and misery in

the world and by the end of the novel he is not only able to accept his

part in the marriage's failure but is prepared to give his name to Raisl's

child in order that it has a nominal, if not actual, fatber.
Despite his sufferings and privations and the feelings of discontent

and defeat wh.ich beset him before the troubles recorded in the novel,

The Fixer -records Yakov's growth as a human being, bis -redemption, and this

redemption is due largely to his embracing the Jewish faith. A. noticeable

factor in this redemption is the way in which he gains a sense of social

responsibility, a sense of the way in which Jews rm.lstbe responsi"ble for

each othe-r. This responsibility is "enfranchized" in Jewish tradition

and is very important to Malamud both as an example of the mutual caring
required to make society work and for the recognition of one another's
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humanity implicit in this caring. Irethe short st01"y "The Jewbird," when

Schwartz f'Lie s into Harry Cohen's apartrnent ant asks for 001 and

accommodation he is si mp Iy invoking an old Jewish custom binding a

household to provide for a Jewish traveller who demanded their hospitality.

aepellent as this assertive, vulgar and dernanjing sort of behaviour is to

Enblish genteel sensibilities, it is vit~l to recognise its import~nce as

a strand of corrununalcaring. ::lchwartzis one of a number of 1i:alamud's

characters who serve to r8mind oth 1'sof their duty to humanity through

appealing to their common Jewishnes:3 and in their way these characters

are the assertive counterparts of the gentle tzad1iks like Morris Bober

and 3hmuel. 'I'husthe apparent paradox of Schwartz and Edi e calling

Harry Cohen an "anti-semeet" underlines the para ox, in Malamud's eyes,

of one human being behaving without humanity to anoth r. Other characters

who suffer similar fates are ~idelman (whose escape to Italy is reminiscent

of that made by Levin in "The Lady Of The Lake") who is pursued by the

Israeli Luftmensch Susskind and Harvitz who is asked for help by the

suppressed Soviet-Jewish writer Levitansky in "lianIn The Drawer," In

fellow human: "•••I do not ask tourist -- I ask human being -- man •••

each case aid is sought from a Fellow-Jew but equally importantly from a
" 28

responds Levitansky when Harvitz objects that he is seeking help from an

uninvolved stranger. In Malamud's wo~ld there is no such thing as an

uninvolved human being, especially a Jew. What both Harvitz and Fidelman

seek is moral slumber. They wish to be allowed to divert themselves by

pursuing their own trivial artistic interests without heed to their fellow

men: Fidelman spends the whole of his time in Italy trying to become the

artist he plainly does not possess the talent to be and Harvitz is in the

USSR to research an article on literary museums, too involved with the

collected trivia of dead writers to give his time or concern to a living

one in need of help. Both respond to the appeals for help by trying to

disclaim responsibility or interest: "Ah, that's so long ago," 29 says

Fidelman of Susskind's oblique reference to the Holocaust, obviously
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attempting to refute their fellowship as Jews. Similarly Harvitz feels

that Levitansky has no right to claim his help and yet he is drawn by

the writer's struggle: lilt'sa conta ious busin ss, what happens to men," 30

he observes almost helplessly.
None of the characters in these stories is a religious Jew and yet

their religion is, in the end, a crucial factor in determining each one's

behaviour. Fidelman's failure to help Susskind returns to him with

increasing vehemence and an~uish ani Harvitz is finally persuaded to help

Levitansky get his stories published: "••• the least I can do is give him

:a hand. When one thinks of it it's little enough he does for human freedom

in the course of his life." 31 'l'hroughouthis wri t ing 1 alamud relates

Jewishness to a sense of humanity rather than to worship of God; it is not

God's word that Yakov or Harvitz seek to fulfil but a d.ebt to their fellow

human beings. Similarly, it is not religious comfort :that attracts George

to Judaism in God's Grace but a recognition of how well Judaism comprehends

the basic facts of living. The possibility of an afterlife is not much

stressed in Judaism, a fact which emphasizes the need to strive for

perfection in this life. MalanRld has pushed this tendency to its logioal

extent and almost completely abandoned the idea of God as an entity from

his version of the religion, eubet i,tuting for God an idea of moral

perfection.
This is even true of God's Graoe in whioh God, so to speak, makes a

personal appearance. Paradoxically, the link between 'humanity' as a

qua.li,ty of moral behaviour and Judaism is neve-r more appar ant in Malamud's

work as Cohn appeals to his religion with a specifioity unequalled even in

The Fixer. He quotes Rashi and teaches the principles of civilization by

almost exclusive reference to the Old Testament (i.e. pre-Christian Bible)

and despite the book's death-drenched plot the possibility of an afterlife

only ~ccurs to Cohn as he faces death on the final page. Further, the

curious religious mix of Judaism and Calvinism (the pr'ot agont st changed
his name to Calvin Cohn) in the book emphasizes Malamud's lack of concern
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with an afterlife since Calvinist Protestantism rejects the pos8ibility

of earning eternal life, instead stressing the necessity of living a

good, moral life. 'l'husCohn argues that "God made man seri ousLy imperfect.

Maybe what was on His mind was that if He made man whole, pacific, good,

he would feel no need to become better, and if he didn't, he would never
32 33truly be a man," and he tells Luke that "\~.atyou do improves you."

'I'rris cont.rasts strongly witb the reductive materi ali ernof Esau and the

morally ineffectual claim that "God is love" which Buz uses, primarily

as an excuse for his own arnorality.

For Mendel, in the title story of the collection Idiot's First, Godls

help is no good for if it comes it will only be "in the grave •••" 34 when

it will be of no use. What he needs L'> the compassionate aid of a fellow

Jew who understands what it means to be a human being. For alamud, to

be human, with all its trials, is to be offered an exalte position and

the finest opportunities available on earth. Just as Bellow's fiction

seeks to celebrate "the human world and all its wonderful works," 35 so

Yakov Bok elevates humanity by the speculation that "human experience baffles

God .... God envies the Jews: its a rich life. lvaybe he woulcl like to be

h ,,36 ~ h 1uman.... :::.ucspecu ation serves to emphasize the significance and

value of man, rather than propose the existence of God: "If God's not a
37man he ba~ to be," Yakov decides, shouldering the moral burden created

by God's 'absence' and even when Shmuel argues that "we're not Jews for

nothing. Without God we can't live. Without the covenant we would have

disappeared out of history," 38 the thrust of his argument is that the

principlffiwhich give moral force to the Jewish religion render life

meaningful and give Jews a sense of purpose. When Yakov surmizes that

"The purpose of the covenant ••• is to create human experi ence•••,,39 he

is doing no more than giving voice to a recurrent feeling in contemporary

Jewish-American writing that life is a cause for joy rather than despair,

for action rather than resignation. In Malamud's work JUdaism is given
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a secular impetus of such spectacular force that God is not merely removed

but replaced by man. 'rhus, Shmuel's r-emar-kthat "The true mirac e is
40belief," is borne out elsewher-ein Ivlalamuc's fiction maki ng it clear

that the belief is a cOIT~itm8nt to mankind. The miracles which occur are

miracles of hum2.n endeavour, 3.;:;; in "Anoel Levine" where Manischevitz not

only saves his "Nifefrom illness but also rescues the negro-Jewish

Alexander Levine by affirming that he believ s Levine indeed is an an el

from God. The miracLe, indeed, is belief but it is belief in Levine,

rather than in the existence of God, that Manischevitz is required to

affirm: it is their fellowship as Jews that is being test 1. Given this

communit,Y of purpose (the community of Julaism), t ings vhich pass for

miracles can be achieved , as in "Ldi ot 's First" vher-eMendel is .ble to

overcome Ginzburg, the angel of death, by virtue of his absolute conv·ction

in his mission. To semi an idiot on a journey across the country to stay

with an eighty-one year old uncle he has never met may well summarize the

futility of all human striving but in l'ialamud'seyes a man, if he is to be

worthy of the title, must make such strivings, must, in the words of Saul

Bellow's Artur Sammler: "•••meet the terms of his contract." 41 This

contract is, for Malamud as for Eellow, very much a matter of involvement

and concern for mankind, a concern which finds its highest expression in
the Jewish sense of community.

Even a cursory examination of MalamuLl's writing leaves the reader

with the impression that the novelist, in writing about Jews, casts his

net fai1"ly wide. This has led to certain objections: Philip Roth, for

instance, has taken exception to "the statement attributed to Malamud which

goes, 'All men are Jews.' 42In fact we know this is not so•••" and Allen

Guttman has similarly asserted that "what Malamud has done explicitly

throughout his work is widen the definition of Jew to the point of

meaningles::;ness,,,43and in certain respects this objection ha&.';validity.

~~en Malamud, in talking to Tony Tanner, described Seymour Levin of
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A New Life,a8 a "marginal Jew" many critics must have felt that the

marginali ty was conai.d er-abl.y more apparent than the Jewishness and there

must be a similar suspicion about F'r ank _:.lpin'sconversion achieved, as

it is, with no formal religious instruction or investigation, no clear

statement of reliGious belief. From the point of view of those committed

to the notion of pe cpl.ehood, Malamud's version of JelNishness must threaten

the destruction of Jewry that even the Nazis were unable to achieve.

Such a view, however, does ,lalamud scant justice since it has surely

been his intention to universalize the Jewish attitude to life, to sugsest

(as Bellow has also done) that this attitude offers a solution to the

despair so often voiced by writer:::;in contemporary society. Malamud

himself has said:

I handle the Jew as a s1}mbol of the tragic
experience of man existentially. I try to
see the Jew as universal man. Every man is
a Jew though he may not know it. 'I'he Jewish
drama is a ••• symbol of the fight for
existence in the highest possible human
terms. 44

For !v;.alamudthe Jewish experience, as lived by Morris Bober, Yakov Bok

and even Calvin Cohn, combats the worst tendencies of fate with the

highest possible human commitment, since "The amount of love a man is

willing and able to commit to life is, in Malamud's universe, the measure

of his grace," 45 and no one, in that same universe, exhibits more grace

than does a man like Morris Bober, by following the "Jewish Law" and being

true to the spirit of Jewish life.
One particular element of Judaic folk culture on which :Malamud has

drawn heavily and with singular results is the schlemiel, the ill-fated

dreamer (part failure, part victim of circumstance) who so much represents

the historical Jewish condition, particularly in Europe where aspiration

was continually confounded by repression and persecution. Nearly all

critics of Malamud's work make at least a passing reference to the presence

of the schlemiel in his writing. Even Mark Schechner, in a generally
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unsympathetic review of Mal amud"s literary career, r-ecogni z.ed the

character's particular significane: "•.•the schlemiel has a special place

in the stories of Berna~d Malamud, where the idea of circumstantial
46failure ad spiritual success is the very belrock of Jewish moral insight."

Moreover, S::hechnerrelated Malamud's schlemiel not only to "traditional

sources" but also identified in him an essentially American quality:

"More often than not he is an isolated American type: a drifter, an orphan,

a writer or a deracinated intellectual. •••," 47 thereby providing a further

example of the way in which the .Iewish experience, as interpreted by alamud,

is able to stand for the American experience in the post-war world.

The significance of the schlemiel to the ~iddish speaking Jevs of

Eastern Europe lay in the moral poise, the alternative vision rf life he

gave to those who lacked political or social power. Ruth Wisse has written

that "the schlemiel becomes a hero when real action is impossible and

reaction remains the only way a man can define himself," 48 (my italics)

and the schlemiel's willingness, eagerness even,to embrace his suffe~ing

and tribulations as a matter of moral superiority and social responsibility

could be seen to transform the hard, unrewarding lives of an oppressed

people into something altogether more positive and significant. However,

as Sanford Pinsker has pointed out, with the arrival of large numbers of

Eastern European Jews in America most of the fetters which restrained

them politically, physically and economically were removed; "reaction"

was no longer the only way in which the Jew could define himself. In a

land where any Jew could succeed along the lines of David Levinsky, eyer

Hirsch (in Haunch, Paunch and Jowl) or Sammy Glick there would seem to be

very little room left for such as Menachem ~endl or Tevye the dairyman.

This has not been the case. The Holocaust served to reinforce the

tradi tional Jewish sense of insecurity and marginali ty whilst the new

technology, tensions and speed of post-war life have acted to spread the

sense of dissociation and disaffection,working like a huge generator of
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centrifugal force to fling humanity out closer to the margin:s of social

ex-perience and impotence. In this way the we:stern world has become mOTe

appreciative of the schlemiel figure whi~h could teach it how to adapt

and adjust to this new sense of lost -power and significance in exactly

the same way as it had taught generations of Jews who were immersed in

Yiddishkei t , The rise in popularity of Jewish humour, from V.ToodyAllen

and hart Sahl to the re-creation of archetypal Jewish mothers, luftmensch

fathers anJ.:schlemiel sons in -popular television series, is directly

attributable to the rise in the feeling of helplessness and a sense of
disillusionment which

has fused with the feelings of
disenchantment, anger and
ambivalence that are the stuff
of Jewish humor; and this fusion
explains not only many of the
s~nbols of this humor, but also
the source of its appeal generally ••••
Jewishness itself has become a
metaphor for modern life. The
individual Jew -- the alien in
search of identity -- has become
a symbolic protagonist. As he
dares more and more to expose his
inner turmoil to self-satire, the
Jew is discovering in turn that
Americans are mare and more
receptive to his comic consciousness •••• 49

One aspect of the character which Malamud has reproduced with huge success

is the bumbling and comic ineptitude which fuelled the Yiddish sto-iesof

the wise men of Chelm. Even Calvin Cohn exhibits a genuinely comic

aspect to his character that connects him both with Malamud's many other

schlemiel protagonists and his Yiddish forbears. For instance ther~

is the following passage in which the chimpanzee "Buz" first speaks
to him:

"Fontostisch///" he exclaimed as he
knuckle-galloped down the slope with his
palm branch. "Ir.con talg/// pong-pong."

Calvin Cohn, flushed with the
excitement of unexpected adventure,
could almost not believe what he had
heard.

HA miracle," he conceded , "But what
do you mean by pong-pong?"
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"Thot's nod me/II That's the sound
the copper wires m~~e when they vib~dte
at the end of a sendence/// I hov on
artifiziol lorynch/// pong-pong." 50

Otber such incidents occur. Cohn goes exploring with a Winchester rifle

although "Why he had brought it along on his present jaunt into the far

country, he wasn't sure. He had overoiled the weapon, and the dripping

barrel smelled,,,51 and his attempt to wrestle a white ape enclsin the

latter capturing him. His display of macho bravado having failed dismally,
52Cohn reverts to ineffectual type, begging "Lets talk about this."

Even Cohn's relationship with God has its comical side, as the lone human

survivor reminds himself to watch his thoughts since "He who knoweth the

voice of the bird way up there isn't above knowing what C. Cohn thinks,,,53

or finds himself struck on the head with a stone for just such an

incautious thought.

There are two distinct types of schlemiel in Malamud's fiction: the

first type is the fool at whom the reader is invited to laugh, seeing the

deflation of his ridiculous pretensions and out~ageous expectations.

Secondly, there are those at whom other characters laugh for their naivety,

their failure to operate rationally (that is callously) in the modern world

but for whom the reader's sympathy and admiration is solicited. In truth,

it might be more correct to say that there are two distinct stages of

schlemieldom in Malamud's :fiction since, invariably, the former type evolves

into the latter and if it is too much to see that evolution in terms of a

clovnish moth becoming a saint-like butterfly then at least the comparison

gives some idea of the transformation these characters undergo.

Of the first type perhaps Seymour Levin, in the underrated A New Life,

is the most accessible example. Levin suffers from recurrent bouts of

tlass-scratching pride," constantly inflating his own importance and

abilities and being made to pay for it by a series of incongruous

humiliations. Accordingly, when one o:fLevin's flights of fancy lead him

to imagine himself giving a thunderously applauded speech on democracy
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and humanity the daycream tak s place in a lavatory and the reverie is

concluded by this terse, deflationary sentence: "The instructor took a

bow at the urini:il."54 Similarly, an apparently rapturous reception to

his inaugural lecture at Cascadia College turns out to be Jue to his open

fly and his .,exual adventures are mal'ked by ineptitude and misfortune.

VIith Laverne he has hi s trousers stolen antiwith ltc.daleehis dreams of

nude bathing together are und er-cut by the knowleJ.ge that his "legs
55

cramped after a too hasty immersion in cold water ••••" I, hen they

finally do come together the rapture of their first kiss is muted by the

fact that "they kissed so hard his hat fell off." 56

In much the same way Ji! alamud urges the reader to laugh at Fidelman

as he flees from the t'ealization that he is neither a great artist nor a

great lover but encourages Iaug ter with and for him in the story

"1aked Nude" as the painter steals his own copy of a Titian in prefet'ence

to the original and escapes to Switzerland with it. It is, inci ent a.I Iy ,

worth noting that Fidelrnan's escape with the painting parodies Frederick

and Catherine's escape in Hemingway's A Farewell to Arms and that Iv alamud

uses a similar tlevice in Dubin's Lives, allowing Dubin to mistake his

wife's panic and flight from a bee for a kind of fertility dance, such

as that performed by Anna Brangwen in D.H. Lawrence's The Rainbow.

Here again, Malamud in carefully undercutting the pretensions of his

characters in an attempt to make the point that life must be lived in the

Teal world and not in a literary or artistic one of high or refined

sensibilities. Such an attitude inevitably recalls remarks made by

Moses Herzog and Von Humboldt Fleisher as Bellow similarly attempts to

assert the primacy of ordinary, day-ta-day reality.

With the second type of schlemiel, alamud employs a perspective

which leaves his char.acters somewhere between "Bontsha The Silent" and

"Gimpel The Fool" in that, if his tone does not convey Peretz's de-pth of

bitterness neither is the reader left with a sense of high comedy as
financial success accompanies Gimpel's spiritual elevation. The reader,
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schlemiel figure as, by adjustment of'perspective and an emphasi>:lon the

moral superiority of the meek and exploitol, lisasters take on the aspect

of vi.ot.ori.eeand blessings. Thus, in 1l'l1heBill", although the credit

which the Panes sas offer (and which thei r customers, like "iilly ;:)clegel,

abuse) dri ves Mr. Panessa to his grave, the unpaid bill e f'e ot i veLy

becomes a weapon against \hlly, torturing him for his callousness .nd

inhumanity. Equally, in "Life Is J3ett-r Than Death," the disaster which

befalls the w idow Ett a, namely finding heraeLf pregnant and abond.oned, is

transformed into a blessing inasmuch as the affair and the unborn child

force her to stop constantly mourning the death of her husband , So, in a

very literal way, life (in the form of the unborn baby) is better than death.

Patently, for Malamud. the vali ity of schlenie -dom does not depend

on its possession of a cornie dimension. Indeed, there is even some

evidence of the schlemiel in The Fixer where a more sober ad.aptation of

the character enables Yakov Eok to overcome the terrors of imprisonment

and helps him rediscover his own humanity. Sanford Pinsker, for instance,

has notecl57that Yakov identifies himself with the schlemiel in his remark
""8that "if I dealt in candles the sun wouldn't set,") and there is another

example of this stoical yet unyielding attitude to forces too great to

combat directly in his response to being imprisoned in the first place:

II ••• Yakov, after his first disappointment, felt relief that things weren't

a lot worse. A month in jail is not a year, and three weeks are less;

besides, if you wanted to look at it that way, rent was free" 59

(my italics). How8ver,the clearest example of Yakov's acceptance of

schlemiel-dam comes with his assumption of the cuckold's mantle in claiming

Raisl's child as his own. Gimpel and Bontsha both allow themselves to be

placed in the role but Yakov, by conferring the title upon himself, negates

the mockery traditionally associated with the cuckolded husband and

achieves a level of human dignity rarely attained and even more rarely
appreciated. In fact, the failure of the majority to appreciate the noble
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quali ties which enable characters like Yakov to endure their suffering

is part of the ironic balance and.superior moral sensibi Li,ty that goes

into the make-up of the schlemiel.
From a rational (selfish?) point of view nothing could be more foolish

than to condemn oneself to a prison sentence in oruer to protect otbers

or to refuse a pardon on a matter of principle, 'oath of which Yakov does

in The Fixer. Equally, in A New Life, the difference in perspective

between Gerald Gilley and Seymour Levin over Levin's "adoption" of Pauline

and the children is indicative of the fact that Levin conti.nues to be a

schlemiel but is no longer the ridiculous, slig tly pathetic, clown that

arrived in Marathon. Gilley seeS the relationship on1y in terms of the

inconvenience and difficulties that the family would cause for Levin,

suggesting that he would be crazy to take them on. For Levin, on the

other hand, it is a matter not only of accepting responsibility for a

situation of his own creation 'out of acting for the happiness and best

interests of Pauline and the children.
The hidden virtue in the behaviour of Levin and YakovBok is also

present in both .orris Bober and Frank Alpine. Indeed, Sanford Pinsker

has been prompted to speculate whether Morris might not be one of the

"Lamed-Vav," the thirty-six anonymous saints who, according to rabbinic

tradition, exist in every generation. Certainly Morris would qualify on the

grounds of anonymity. A man who once "ran two blocks in the snow to give
60back to a poor Italian lady a nickel that she forgot on the counter,"

a man who, like the Panessas, gives credit to people realizing that they

will never pay him back; Morris is perhaps the raw material of sainthood

but no-one in the book, aside from Frank, seems to recognize it. To

Sobeloff, his ex-partner, Morris is the "sucker" on whose gullibility

4Sobeloffls Self-Service Market' was founded; to Julius Karp he is "inept,

"unfortunat~" and "a shlimazl." Even his family fail to see the goodness

in him: "Everybody is a stupe but not Morris Bober," 61 says Ida
sarcastically, a misunderstanding which is repeated at the end by Helen:
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"•••who can admire a man passing his life in such a store? He buri d

himself in it; he didn't have the imagination to know what he w s missi.ng.

He made himself a victim. He could, with a little more courage, have be n
'h ,,62more tngn e was. Frank is similarly misunder-st.oods he is the s hlemiel

who f'a.lLs into an open grave ani is considered to have "danced on the

grocer's coffin,,,63 when the act, although an acci en t , ser-ves to ::3,Ymoli ze

his acceptance of Morris' place in the store, frequently referred to as a

grave or ~ tomb.

~o Morris' place is filled, physically an morally, anJ Frank becom s

t'e new ::3chlemiel,holdi n to an ethical code which seems suicid.ally out

of step with the rest of the vorld. In the hands of John Updike, Morris

or Frank might have become, ltke George Caldwell or Henry Bech, men so

badly beaten as to evoke merely pity. Eor Malamud, hoi eve, their

behaviour demonstrates a moral positivity and a strength of pu"'pose wh'ch

is evident in the schlemiel's commitment to hio wilful innocence and this

transcends the amorality (or even immorality) of society and insists that,

in Robert Alter's words: "•••the very act of wholehearted commitment to

the world of men means being a blunderer and a victim.,,64 In this way a

man's actions can redeem him socially even though that redemption is no

guarantee of eternal life. As ~am Bluefarb has written: "If Malamud's

work may be said to contain a major theme, it is perhaps that life is

better than death •••,,,65 a belief which is constant in Malamud's fiction

and is allied to his sense of Judaism. Sven William Dubin, the most

successful and cosmopolitan of Malamud's characters, returns to his Jewish

roots and regains a Jewish inflection when advising his daughte~ Maud not

to give up on life: "Emptiness I know about. It's nothing. Take

something, you're only twenty, ,,66he tells her, substantially echoing

Leo's words to his son Harry in "My Son The Murderer,"

One of the ways by which Malamud describes and enacts the movement

of his schlemiel figures from unregenerated selfishness to moral
responsibility is through their relationships with women. Characteristically



246

in Malamud's fiction there is, du inL~the course of the novel or story,

a deepening of the love or sexual relationship or in the central

character's capacity to have such a relationship and this coincides with

the growth of the character's moral awareness and responsibility.

Accordingly, t.he 'unregenerated' figure in 1Vialamud's work has relationships

that are unsatisfactory in terms of suitability of choice or are mishandled

in a way that demonstrates his unworthiness and selfishness. In the words

of Sanely Cohen: "Their basic drives are erotic in nature: typically they

seek sterile satiety of their lusts rather than tl"uelove relationshiPs.,,67

A number of the books combine these elements, doubly emphasizing the

shallowness of the character -- not only does he choose badly but, when

confronted by the "real thing" is unable to perceive it or seize it.

Thus Harry Lesser's relationships with women are purely an expression of

his sexual desire and Arthur Fidelman makes an un~orthy choice in his

dogged pursuit of Annamarie Oliovino. Even her eventual submission to his

ministrations serveSonly to degrade him in his symbolic self-denial as she

accepts him only in the vestments of a Catholic priest. In a later story

Fidelman betrays his essentially exploitative vision of women as he turns

his relationship with Esmeralda into that of a pimp and a prostitute.

Perhaps the most notable example of this inability comes in ~

Natural where Roy Hobbs' poor moral judgement and intense seflishness is

reflected by and irrevocably bound up with his choice of women. His career

as a baseball pitcher is finished before it has begun in a shooting incident.

He is shot by Harriet Bird because he fails the test of humility and yet,
fhears later, in his comeback as a batte~ Roy makes substantially the same

error in falling under the spell of !femo Paris in much the same way and

for much the same reasons as he was attracted to the "nutty dame" with the

silver bullets. Despite the obvious signals that relate Memo to Harriet,

Roy persists in his pursuit of her and, as the following passage implies,

to his ultimate disaster:
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She drew her Ie s back. Her expression
puzzled him. It was not -- the li. ,hts
were wavering, blinking on 3nd off. a
thundering 10Colllotiveroared throug
the mountain. As it burst out of the
rock with a whistle bowl he felt on the
verge of an extraorlinary insieht, but
a bolt of sb~ddering lightnin~ came at
him from some unknown place. He thr w
up his arms for protection and it socked
him, yowlin , in the shattered gut. He
lived a pain he could not believe existed.
Agonized at the extent of it, Roy thudded
to hie k~ees as a picture he had long
car~ied in his mind b~oke into pieces.
re keeled over. 68

In fact, Memo 's Lnt.ent i ons towards Roy are exactly the same as Harriet's

and he is punished just as severely for the dethroning of 'Bump' Baily

as he is f o+ the defeat of 'Vlharrnner'Vambolli, even do n to a repeat of

the shooting incident as iemo shatters -oy's ima<S8 in the mir+or ,

Furthermore, if Roy's downfall is because of an intensely selfish vision

of what baseball can do for him then his personal un~orthiness is stressed

even more by his treatment of Iris Lemon, from whom he is p rfectly

willing to accept help and sexual comfort in his times of trouble only

to reject her as his situation improves and he makes the discovery that

she is a grandmother. He is distressed by this fact because it makes him

aware of his inortality and. the responsibilities he is not prepared to

accept, although the fact that she is a grandmother so youn~ is really an

indication of her fecundity which, in the context of the Fisher King/

Wasteland images in the novel, contrasts favourably with Memo Paris'

sick br ast.

The hint, the possibility, that Roy has learned something at the

very end of The Natural and that moral improvement is possible recurs

more forcibly in The Assistant as Frankie Alpine move~ in Sandy Cohen's

"From eros to cari t as, ,,69 The possibility is, if anything, awords,
little stronger in The Assistant as Helen feels, following the death of

70Ward Minogue, "a waning of outrage," towards Frank. Ward inogue,

Frankie's fellow thief, represents that unregenerated element in the
assistant's make up,an element gradually eliminated as Frank comes



248

increasingly under the influence of },orris Bober, anc its erad.ication

is signalled and symbolized by Viard's death in a fire he st.art s while

robbing a liq_uorstore.

With Malamud's third novel, A New Life, the possibility of

regener-at i on through a man- vomen relati onship becomes an actuality.

The 'lighter' subject matter and tone enables Malamud to give Levin a

comic dimension which would have been totally out of place in the previous

books and the comic elements already identified in Levin's early sexual

escapades serve to war;],the reader of the folly and absurdity of approaching

such an important matter as a serious relationship in a purely self-

interested manner. Levin, too, receives his warning in the form of a

medically undiagnosable 'pain-in-the-ass' which he recognizes as being

the pain of "Love ungiven." This recognition signals a new motional

maturi ty in Levin and the beginning of his emotional antimoral comraitmemt

to Pauline Gilley. In the light of this, Steven J. Rubin's remark that

"sex ••• is freq_uently portrayed by ~alamud, in spite of its complications,

as both creative and pleasurable,,,71 might be extended to suggest that it

is an essential element of life, particularly in view of the disasters

which befall Harry Lesser after his rejection of Ir~ne in The Tenants.

Indeed the extent of alamud's commitment to sex as an expression of lov~

is underlined, however strangely, in ubin's Lives where the familiar

ingredients of mor-al growth enacted through the deepening of a sexual

relation~hip by personal commitment are given as unexpected and not

altogether convincing twist by Dubin's involvement with two women.
r r».

Initially, Dubin enters into an arrair with Fanny Bick as a sort of

diversion and, as might be expected, his brief holiday in Venice with

her only frustrates his intentions as their lovemaking is forestalled by

her sudden bout of diarrhea and his place is eubsequen t.Ly t aken by a

ondolier. As his relationship with Fanny becomes more serious so his

marriage to Kitty begins to suffer but, unable to ~urrender eithe of

them, Dubin's torment can only be resolved by achieving a balance which
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i~cludes t:o.emboth. This balance is finally achieved. on the last pa~e

as, Le avi ng Fanny's bed, "Dubin ran up the moonlit road, holdi ng his

half-stiffened phallus in his hand, f o+ his wife with love." '72

There are".perhaps not surprisingly, critics who have express8(i

considerable reservations about this ending, who feel it shares with

5'id.elrnan'srevelatory discovery of glass bLowing and bisexuality, ~r-ank

Alpine's conver8ion or, indeed, with the ending to "The Lady Of The Lake,"

a too obvious tendency toward. moral propagandizing resul ting in banal

contrivance. Clea."ly there are those who find Malamud's "fondness for

telling tales arranged for the pU1pose of a specific moral lesson •••. ,,73

an unfulfilling literary mode as did .Mark ~hechner in his vigorous

attack on "The Lady Of 'I'heLake," and his objection to If;alamud's

"pedestrian morali8m." 74 Certainly it is possible to see occasions in

Malamud's writing when his fictions become mere 8tructures, struggling

to carry the burden of his message and Dubin's Lives with its utterly

unconvincing ending and overblown treatment of the mid-life crisis is the

most glaring example of this. It is at such moment8 that the notion of

"dTivenr ,8S" which Schechner detects in M.alamud's efforts to maintain a

sense of optimism in his writing gains some credence anu many critics,

notably Joseph Epstein in his vituperati ve review essay IrMalamud in
re::Decline," J have struggled to reconcile the tenor and quality of his

later novels with what came before.
Arguably most of these criticisms share the same roots as some of

the more trenchant criticisms of Malamud's use of Judaism a.sa metaphor.

M.ark Schechner certainly makes the connection between these perceived

failings when he complains of Malamud's books being "like real ghettoes

with imaginary Jews in them, II 76 a remark which substantially echoes Philip

Roth's assertion that Malamud's Jews lack a contemporary identity. 17
Both criticisms hint at an apparent lack of substance pervading Malamud's

fiction and can be reduced to a single, more general, argument against it.
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This argument is baoed on an objection to his wo k's perceived schemati.c

and manipulative tendency resulting in an apparent 'thinness' of plot and

character which vitiates t~e power of the fictions themselves by creati.ng

the suspiciori that the overt concerns of the books a~e not truly foun1ed,

fully enacte or satisfactorily concluded within their pages. Simply put,

they lack sufficient novelistic density or analytical inSight to cr.ate

a convincinc; tableau of contemporary society. This, I think, is to miss

the point about ~1:alaI!lud's fiction: its veY'y strength is its overt and

power~ul concern for moral virtues and its rendering of those virtues

through a tventieth century equivalent of the fable. On the contTary

:aalamud is at his weakest when) as in ]ubin'sLives, he at t empt s to curb

his capacity to conjure 3. vi vLI tale wi th a few broad strokes and offers

instead somethin' nearer to the care~ully worked and closely detailed
novel of manners.

lore problematic and puzzling are the criticisms \~ich have been

direct ed specifically at his later books. The Tenants ani God's Grace

in particular seem to have uncovered a well of critical bitterness,

chiefly among those who seem to demand from Malamud ::;toriesof moral and

spiritual uplift. Many critics have suggested that th$se more recent

works are evidence that Malamud has lost his optimistic vision of humanity

and point to the contemporary themes, racial pTejudice and the nuclear

threat, as being the source of this new bleakness.78 Undoubtedly there

is some truth in this, there is indeed a certain bleakness about both

The Tenants and God's Grace but it is hardly a new element in Malamud's

writing and.early stories such as "The Cost Of Living," "Take Pity" or

"The German Refugee" provide ample evidence of the ubiquity of hardship)

suffering and misery in the author's world view. There is, then, about

almost all of Malamud's writing a knowledge of hardship and suffering

that prevents the joys from becoming bland or a right of life and recognizes

how difficult the day to day business of simple existence can be. Indeed,
what distinguishes his fiction is not its avoidance of thes._'facts but
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its acceptance of them. As :tIalcolmBradbury has suggested, Malamud provides

"fiction whose theme is life as an imprisonment which must be t1"anscended.,,79
Mala iud has readily acimowledged this power of transcendence in himself,

sugGesting to one inteTvie'lll:)rthat "life is a tragedy full of joy, It 80and

explaining to another: "lwas influenced ve""y much by Charlie C'mplin's

movies .•• by the rhythm and snap of his comedy and his wonderful mixture

of comedy and satlness -- one of his major gifts that I've studied with

great care.,,8l Accord.ingly, most of his characters live in circumstances

of economic and social deprivation, added to which many also suffer severe

emotional set-backs and dhiappointment. Ii'''''om"The Girl Of My Dreams, It in

which Mitka has to come to terms with the disappointment of his literary

career and the insufficiency of his love life, to "God's 1 rath" in which

Glasser is forced to surremler his few remaining hopes for his daughter

when she becomes a prostitute, Malamud's world is filled with rebuffs and

reminders to expect little from life. "Who says life is easy?
92Since when?"

Leo asks his son, Har r-y , in "My Son 'I'heMurderer." In this context the

attempts to evade suffering which are made by Frank Alpine, Yakov ]ok or

Seymour Levin are doomed to failure because by a simple change of place

("Change your place, change your luck •••,,83says Yakov to Shrmlel) they are

trying to avoid the human condition and are bound to find, as Levin does,

that "the new life hangs on an old souL •••" 84

Each of Malamud's characters, then, is forced to embrace his fate and

commit himself to suffering the world's imperfections. Whether the

commitment comes in the form of Levin's revelation:
"Question 'What have I done to deserve my fate?'

Answer 'I am worthy of no other,' " 85

or in the form of Morris Bober's soft groan of resigned despair which

indicates that "he knew his fate," 86 it is vital that the character should

divest himself of all such illusions of life's grandeur. However, from

this point of seeming despair, comes a state of moral grace which transforms

Malamud's world into that "tragedy full of joy" of which he spoke in the
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Lask interview. As Iris sugge~ted to ~oy, the experience of Buffering

in itself is important in that "it teaches us to want the right things,,,8'7

and is the beginning of moral growth. As much as Frankie Alpine learns from

lliorrisBober, it is the guilt he experiences and embraces that brings about

his regeneration: "•••I'm telling it to you so you will know how much I

suffered on account of what I did ••• if you could see what's been going on

in my heart you would know I have changed,,,88 he tells ~orris during his

confession. This sense of the positive value of suffering in terms of human

experience is so strong that it is even evident in that least amen'hle of

Malamud's heroes
1

Roy Hobbs, who realizes "I never did learn anything out

of my past life, now I have to suffer again." 89 This realization indicates,

at least, a maturation of Roy's attit.udee in that he will no longer seek

to avoid suffering and can begin to learn from it~
Set in this context can the books God's Grace and '11heTenants be taken

I

together as evidence of a new pessimism emerging in Malamud s fiction?

I would suggest not and would argue that, as wi th the other criticisms,

such objections emanate from a failure to perceive Malamud in relation to

his literary heritage. Thus, the two books form a logical extension to

his work as a latterday folk story teller, conforming wholly to a pattern

of admonitory anJ cautionery fables in the tradition of Aesop, La Fontaine

and even The Tales Of The Hasidim. They can, however, be taken together in

the respect that they mark a development from his previ.ouswork. Certainly

both books fail to provide the sort of guardedly affirmative endings that

mark Malamud's other novels and both are concerned with the breakdown of

society (although in this respect God's Grace works on a far more ambitious

scale than The Tenants). Both, incidentally, also draw on the ~obinson

Crusoe motif, obviously so in God's Grace desert island setting, rather more

obliquely in The Tenants. Here the contrivance of Literary reference as

self-conscious device promotes the fictionality of the enterprize through

narratorial statements which tend to underline the manner by which the story
is being organized for the 'education' of the reader. In The Tenants Malamud
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omniscience in order to describe the activities of Lesser and Spearmint,

almost surrealistically, in terms which recall Defoe's novel. Thus, \~en

VHllie Spearmint and his friends smash up Lesser's flat it is r-ela't.edin

terms of a raidin0 party attackino Crusoe's island:

Here's this tiny accursed island.
The war canoe touches the wet shore
and the three missionaries, tucking
in striped paddles and holding up the
skirts of'their robes, hop on to the
sand and beach the lone bark.
The drowsy air is stirred by whispering
voices, insects buzzing, mut ed stri nge ,
a flute in the lonely f~r8st, woman
singing or sobbing somewhere.
The Headman 1.1iniste'",in voluminous
black robe with leopard epaulets and
hood, ani the two missionaries in
white robes, wearing black masks, wand I'

from room to room of the long hut,
uncovering hidden stores. They find
the wrecked man's everythinu: Dutch
cheese, dried meat, rice, nails,
carpenter':::;saw, jug of rum, cornbread,
compasses, ink, and paper.
Sitting in a triangular circle they
feast on his dried go~t's flesh and
drink his spirits. 90

Suc~ echoes also occur at a less metap orically sustained levA~,as when

Malamud describes how, waking one morning, "Lesser beaches his battered

raft. ,,91 'I'hese stealthy authorial intrusions f i rst appear in the latter

part of Pictures Of Fidelman but become more evident and powerful in

The 1'enants, with the narrator opening scenes by directly add.ressing the

reader in a way which emphasizes how both the book and the reader's

responses to it are being shaped by what the author/narrator chooses to

reveal. Thus the d.idactic ter.dencies at the heartof Malamud's work are

reinforced by the self-conscious organization of material. For instance,

the observation !'Here's Lesser enjoying Harlem," 92 carries with it an

implicit instruction to observe the nature and manner of his enjoyment

__ and in doing so learn something about Lesser himself. imilar remarks

can be made about the alteTnative endings to the novel itself: clearly
the reader is being presented with a 'fiction,'which is purposive in its
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instructional intent rather than a pain t.e+L; ""epr8Gontation, 3. pie e
of mimetic literature.

In the case of God's Gr'lce the early appear"nce of God •irnsel is

one indication of the book's nature, as 10 the reference to "the

thermonuclear war between the IIl)janksan.l +uzhki ss.•.,,93 'h.ich, 0' nt less

as Cl. coy joke, has the clear objective of inllicating that the charact 1'8

inhabi t a world similar to, yet other than , the real ono. Thei r- world

is real not in the specific, detailed way that, for instance, Harry

~ngstrom's world is real but in the sense that their fictional concerns

very much echo our own. 3ubse'luently this rather tan,;ential relationship

with 'the real wadel' is amplified by t'e introduction of talki.ng monkeys

vhoae presence, as I have suggested, place the work fir-mI y within the

context and tradition of fable. ~uriously, the monkeys have proved

extremely unpopular wi th a number of critics who have found them a bar to

serious consideration of the novel. However, to have left them mute, as

Alan Lelchuk has suggested,94 would have deprived l'alamud of the opportunity

to make the case for a Jewish viewpoint istinct from that 0: the

Christians and to have used a group of human survivors would only have

succeeded in demonstrating old prejudices, old ideas and might, at best,

have resulted in a reworking of The Lord Of The Flies.

In any case, given the context of the book, talking monkeys are not
so hard to accept. The subject is gradually introduced through the

well-documented area of mare general communication between man and

chimpanzee 95 and the deliberately humorous approach to Cohn's teaching

Buz to talk rather undercuts objections to it. Thus, when other animals

begin to speak the imaginative leap required of the reader is not sreat.

Surely a readership which can accept works about~lking farm anim~ls, a

man who turns into a beetle, conversations between the decomposing dead,

or the collected thoughts of a sperm during ejaculation should not have
too much difficulty with talking monkeys.96
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I wou ld iJ.Tguethat God.'s Or ace is one of };lalarnud'S 'bes t works an.l

a powerful and disturbing, even distressing oook. However, it is not

distressing simply because of its bleakness of vision, its pred'ction of

thermonuclear devastation, ince, as I have already argued, the c:vonts

t ake place in a parallel, fabulous world. which is manifestly not our
97own. It is not, ultimately, nuclear war-mongering that li:1lamudis

attacking so much as a wider human failure to value the concept of

human i ty. Tn Calvin Cohn's '.'lords:It ••• man destroyed himself by his

seflishness and indifference to those who vere diffe"l"entfrom, or dif ered

with, him. He scorned himself to death." 98
Seen in this light, MarJecai Richler was wrong to call.God's Grace

"out of char acter" 99 since it clearLy shures the same concerns as

erheTenants and Malamud's earlier 'Nark. There is, undoubtedly, a tone

of greater urgency about the messa,.gebeing conveyeu but, given the extreme

and unremitting pessimism of early pieces such as "The l'i10U1"ners"or

"'l'heGerman efugee", it is as untrue to see rrheTenants or God's Grace

as marking "a new pessimi::.>min Iialamud's wOTk" 100 as it is to regard

them as evidence of how, in his latter years the novelist has been

tIt fo d.t:' tIt I t 1· ibI f' " 101rans rme .L rom a cen ra 0 a now a mas neg 19l e 19ure •••",

On the contrary, Malamud's is a consciousness powerfully aware of

the dangers and vices at work on the American soul and one, moreover,

alive to the extent to which they pervade modern society. Thus he does

not minimize the difficulties implicit in accepting and coming to terms

with the human condition, a fact which a number of his critics fail to

appreciate. 102 Ultimately, the point about Malamud's writing is not that

it lacks contemporaneity but that it goes beyond the merely contemporary

and presents, starkly and clearly, the eternal i.ssues confronting humanity.

It is in this sense that his work is "in defense of the human,"

unequivocally ~resenting what it meanS to be fully human, cataloguing the

duties as well as the privileges of humanity. Malamud is, then, a
presenter of modern folk tales, of fables for a sophisticated age and it
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is his chief artistic achievement to have so ~ucce8sfully present~d

moral tales in t.heJewish tradi tion but of equal application and val.idi.ty

for the wider American society.
The substance of this essentially secular transformation of

basically reli~ious Jewish beliefs is a commitment to the perfectability

of humanity. It is a commitment which offers a wider interpretation of

life's significance than does the profit and loss account mentality of

material achievement and one which, although optimistic in its summation

of humanity, is tinged with sufficient awareness of tragic reality to

recognise that without faith and trust in the fellowship of human beings

the concept of humanity is a hollow shell. It is a commitment which

enables one of 1v'i:alamud's poor grocers to fO nd, in the teeth of financial

adversity, good reaSon to give credit to a customer; "He said that

everything was TUn on credit, business and everything else, because after

all what was credit but the fact that people were human beings and if you

were really a human being you gave credit to somebody else and he gave

credit to you." 103 Such positivity, such optimism about human

possibility, springs from what the rabbi in The Assistant called lithe

Jewish experience" and it is entirely appropriate, given Malamud's belief

in the universal relevance of that experience, that this particular grocer

was an Italian.
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The 'I'enarrts j ' descr-i. bed it as "Ii:alamud's most :pessimistic book to
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what Malamud -- Malauud who in the past has written so lovingly

about the way we live now -- is up to here," (New York Review Of

Books, 18 October, 1982, p. 29). The perplexity, I would suggest,

is as spurious as the suggestion that in God's Grace Malamud fails

to write "lovingly" about humanity. "Lovingly" would seem to stand,

in this context, as a euphemism for optimistically and we are left

with the vision of 10rdecai Richler, the reviewer, complaining aoout

Malamud's apparent inability to provide the kind of optimistic vision

that is so signally missing from the work of MOl'decai Richler, the

novelist.
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102. The~e is a line of criticism, perhaps fuelled by the notion that

Malamud's work has no contemporary dimension, which argues that

his values lack relevance to contemporary realities. Once again

this line is most power-f'uLl.y voiced by Mark Schechner who insists

that
Malamud expects his heroes to take instruction
in co-operation and humility in a world in which
other values, like narcissism, self-interest,
or David Levinsky's brand of social Darwinism,
are likely to be more appropriate. In a world
in which the etbics of Gemeinschaft are impractical,
Malamud punishes his characters for harboring
attitudes and enacting desires that many of us
will regard as reasonable ••.• Not everyone is
ready to concede that Roy Hobbs, Malamud's
imperfect natural, should not have an eye for
fancy women or not want to be the greatest hitter
of all time. Nothing intrinsic to the morality
of baseball calls upon him to acknowledge the
deeper resources of his humanity, bis menschlichkeit,
as some critics now call it. Ted Williams was
never struck down by fate for failing to tip his
cap to the Red Sox fans.

(HarvarciGuicie,p.207)

This particular argument seems to me fallible. This is partly

because of the dubious moral interpretations, is Schechner really

suggesting that modern readers applaud for example the rise of

David Levi.risky?They may incline to the argument that his is the way

to success and approbation but that is a rather different matter.

It is fallible, however, because Schechner also seems to demonstrate

a lack of awareness about Roy as a professional sportsman and team

player. Roy's failure to be a team player is not simply a metaphor

for his failure to comprehend human values and it works because it
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is apt: the star player who f'a iLs to play for the team u'l t i na 812

tiam'lges the team be it baseball, s occer or l)~j,t;ketball that he

»Lays . ',':unting' to be the e;reate::lt hitter of all time' i:s an

invidious ambition and. loes violate tee "mor-al i ty of bas eb: 11' if

it supplunt::; (or is _::Jursued at the expense 0_ ) team sueees",.

103. The 1'lap"ie Barrel, p , 130.
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itATzad,lik for the ''lorlliII

The Duties of a ChO~8n People.

'I'owards the ami of '1'heChosen Reb .:launders,sur-rendec.iug the last

0:: his objections to his son Danny's immersion in twentieth century

culture, encourases the young man to make a SUCCdSS of his work in

_;)sychologJ,to go out and.be"a Tzuddik for t e world. And the world
1needs a tzaddik." Apart from a slight problem over t e 'Nord tzaddik

the scene may not seem rema1'kable as denouement: proud father expresses

the hope that his scholarLy and intelli£' nt son should make a success of

his chosen profession, a rofession moreover w ich is high in status and

lucrative in financial reward. All in all the scene may seem to smack

of middle class smugness, the calm untroubled surface of their world may

appear unruffled by such a reputable and sensible decision. First

appearance, however , would be deceptive since eb c.aunders is the Leader

of an orthodox Hasidic sect and as such is a man im~lacably oPP0sed to

such secular (god forsaken) pursuits as psychology. ~~ore ver, Danny is

his eldest son and thus is destined to assume the father's mantle of

tzaddik and leader of the sect. ;:)0, the father's blessing is r-amar'kabLe,

accepting and acknowledging as it does a rnornentous break with tradition

and it is made even more remarkable when one comes to understand the term

tzaddik: !lAperson outstanding for his faith and piety; an ideal of moral
2and religious perfection .•• intermediary between God and man." Thus

Heb Saunders, as leader of a religious group-who even shun contact with

other Orthodox Jews, is seen as sanctioning dealings at the most profound

level, with the Mitnaggedim (opponents of Hasidism) in the outside world.

Clearly what has taken place is a significant upheaval, a revolution which,

if it lacks the pyrotechnics and bitterness generally associated with such

radical about-turns of belief, is no less profound or extreme for that.

Such revolutions and similar confrontations occur in each of Potok's



267

novels. The author has described them as "core-to-core- cultur

'confrontations" 3 and has sugg sted that they explore the possibi1i t les

~or the survival of Judaism in the lutter year~ of the twentieth c ntury.4

In this respect, at least, Po t ok di fer in perspective from :3aulBellm ..

and 3ernard Ma.lamud, focuss:i.ngmore closely on the survival of Judaism

in the wider worlJ than do the older ,'riters who conc ntrate more on the

applicability of Judaic principles to that world. Nonetheless, as Reb

Saunders' advice to Danny suggests, the role that t e Jei'lishperspective

may play in shaping and defending the world is also significant to Potok's

vision of the survival of Judaism and receives close consideration in his
novels.

Thus it i",possible to see that the outward looking and, to some

extent, s cularized version of JUdaism offered by :3elJ.ow,Malamud and

others (like Edward Lewis Wallant) has not been the roduct of one literary

generation, has been more than an outlook nurtured by the events and

concerns of a particular historical period. Hather, it can beoin to be

seen as an atti.tude central to the Jevish-American literary experience

as Potok brings to bear his highly developed intellectual and

philosophical powers on world problems by defining and exploring them in

the conteoct of fiction. This, in it~elf, has brought problems since

Potok has attracted more adverse criticism than most writers for his

performance as a literary artist. For- example, in a review of In The

Beginning Daphne Merkin claimed that "it is distressingly easy to

catalogue the faults of Potok's writing, from the amet-eur-Lsh style to

the implausible dialogue to the paper-thin characterisations,,,5 and

Sheldon Grebstein, in an article ostensibly praising The Chosen, felt

bound to observe that the book's "style ranges from und.istinguished to

banal." 6 These charges against Patak's artistry are not easily dismissed.

Even allowing for the vituperative antipathy fo~ Patak that D~phne Merkin

clearly brought to her analysis ("distressjpgJ..yeasy" for instance, is
obviously a euphemism designed to give the illusion of critical
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obj ctivity vrhe rs none exists) much of what she says about his writing

is true. The style is often clumsy and lacking in the deftness of touch,

or certitude of tone expected of a ~erious writer and this problem of

tone bas been particularly marked in Potok i s use of dialogue. There is

a tendency, notably in the fir-st two books , f<Drall the characters to

sound alike, moreover they tend to lecture rather than discuss, talking

at rather than to one another. Sfforts to miti ,ate this tendency and to

characterize dialogue have been uneven and on occasion close to caricature.

In The Book Of Lights, for instance, Karen Levin repeatedly calls Gershon

Loran a "crazy Kabbalist" in such a way as to suggest it is Cl term of

endearment and in The Chosen Tony Savo, an ex-boxer, has his speech larded

with quaint and unconvincing pugilistic argot of which the word "clop"

(as in "I went four and got clopped in the head" 7) is both most

representative and most persistent.

The problem with this sort of unintentional caricature (Savo is,

after all, supposed to be a sympathetic figure) is thut it promotes the

suspicion that the author has failed to get a grasp on the realities of

living in the twentieth century. There is, certainly on first examination,

a curiously muted quality about the world patak's characters inhabit.

There is, for instance, a lack of the violence (phy~ical, verbal or

emotional) which characterizes so much of contemporary experience and

such violence as is introduced, even the anti-Semitic bul~ng of the

Kulanskis in In The Beginning, seems restrained and lacks the raw edge

of fear -- at least in David Lurie's recounting of it. Moreover, the

books preceding In The Beginning lack a genuine sense of the social

confrontation and breakdown which marks so much of contemporary literature

and thiS, more than once, has been adversely commented on and offered as

evidence of Potok's lack of significance or ability as a Chronicler of

the times. Similarly unsatisfactory has been his treatment of female

characters. In part the manifest difficulty he has in portraying women
convincly has been mitigated by the fact that patak's men and boys inhabit
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an authentically all-male environment and ar'e'part of an oppressively

patriarchal society. Where women have been represented, however, their

treatment has been tentative and his depiction of adolescent sexual

relationships has been somewhat coy. Thus, in T'heChosen, Reuven' s barely

intimated interest in Danny Saunder's sister is obliqueLy ended by the

revelation that her marriage is arranged and in The Promise the

relationship between Reuven Mal ter antiRachel Gordon is hurried over with

the information that "We liked each other and t"ought the liking mi ht

come to mean something in time," 8 a curiously passionless statement which

seems painfully out of touch with the tenor and intensity of teenage

relationships.
Nonetheless, despite these obvious failings, principally ones of

literary realization, Patak remains rather more significant and

interesting than his detractors allow and his books insist on being greater

than the sum of their parts. Partly this is because these 'faults' are

not always manifest nor are they always simple failUT'es of peTception

or realization. For example, the lack of violence and the failure to

depict the world in terms of impendin~ social breCl.kdowngrows out of a

genuine conviction that these are not the truths about contemporary

western society: "My own personal experience was not the kind of

polarization that's typical of heroes in the mode n novel. ••" 9 Potok

has observed. 'imilarly the strai.ght-Torward , unad.orned naT'rative style

lends itself to the language and voice of childhood and adolescence

through which the stories are related and on occasion, as in the

description of David Lurie's symbolic descent of the bluff in In The

Beginning, Potok has shown himself to be capable of providing poweTful

and dramatic literary fiction. ~oreover, this artless narrative is not

easily achieved, is clearly hard won and serves a q_uite specific purpose

as Potok attempts to create a modeI of the world in which the issues

confronting man are starkly defined rather than reproduced as part of
the contemporary confusion. This is confirmed in an article Potok wrote
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in response to Sheluon Orebstein's observations about the stylistic

shortcomings of The Chosen:
I have other things on my mind just now
than the word games of Wittgensteinian
writers or Dionysian explorations of a
writer's self. I want there to be no
doubt what a word means when I use it in
a novel. .•. I wi Ll war ~ very hard to
simplify complexities of style so as to
arrive at the clear center of a seen. or
idea. 10

These ideas, overwhelmingly, have concerned the continuing role of

Judaism, whether it can survive in the modern world and ret ~n some form

of belief in the significance of human values in the face of forces which

seek emphatically to deny such values. Thus Potok's concerns may seem

narrower than either 3ellow's or Mala;!ud's because of his mot' apparent

and specific interest in Judaism. Nonetheless, the argum nts and

confrontations have wider implications and it is to Patak's credit that

these shine through his tales of the struggle for a new Judaism and are

given a universal relevance through the context of youthful revolt. s

he has obse'rved "that worLd [of Orthodox Jew~D has become my metaphor
11for what things are like now." Thus, as in the example of Reb Saunders

and his son, t~e rebellion and threatened breakdown of tradition is very

real and very much reflects>,-theperceived chaos and impending social

collapse often attributed. to the wi.der .orLd, Seen in this way it is

possible to conjecture that the appar-ent "mutedness" to which I referred

earlier, the lack, almost, of an apocalyptic vision in "Potok's fictton,

conveys more than the author's inability to catch the mood of the times

and suggests a different perspective on the nature, scale and

conseQuences of the contemporary social breakdown.

Overwhelmingly, however, this sort of interpretation has been shunned

by commentators who prefer to see Patak's young protagonists not as

profoundly yet constructively challenging the receiv.d wisdom of their

fathers but rather as a succession of 'good', conformist sons. 8heldon

Grebstein, for instance, sees Reuven and Danny as acceptable and creditable
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because they ara 'good' students while Curt Leviant has found Reuven

Lal ter too much of a "goolly-goody" for comfort and, in her review of

':;'heBook Of Lights, Ruth 1; isse damningly describes Gershon Loran as

"another mild Jewish insubordinate." 12 However, such jUdgements are

made too much on the basis of outward appearance and there is a sense in

which Patek's young men can be seen as rebelling in a manner more profound

than their counterparts in the work of writers like 1.TilliamBurroughs,

Jack Kerouac or Hunter 'l'hompson. Whereas for these the world of .Irugs

and the counter-culture is able to win the protagonists "by default"

(there being nothing in the 'straight' vorld to restrain or retain them),

for characters like Asher Lev and Javid Lurie it is a very iifferent
matter. They are truly torn between f'ollowing their own inclinations

an. bowing to the conflicting denands of their Jewish "sub-cult'J.re."

For them it is hard to break free from the society of which they are a

prod.uct anu this is reflected in the pain they experience anJ cause for
others.

This combination of isolation and tormenting < doubt is present in

all of Potok's fiction but in the more simplistic earlier arks it is

fdomewhat muted and arrives 'second hand.' The Jifficulties that face

Danny ;;laundersand Michael Gordon are, for the most part, reported

rather than depicted and Reuven's own experience of similar crises are

only slight in comparison, bein~ limited to a mild sense of resentment
h 1:' 1 1 .Id f' lIt t i 13of is 1. at ler anc an even nu er aa ure to fulfil paterna expec a aons ,

Nonetheless, the adolescents of The Chosen and The Promise are discernably

in the same mould as their later counterparts, not least in their

possession of precocious intelligence and talent.

One of Poto~'s most successful attempts to depict and examine a

character's sense of isolation and reluctant rebellion comes in h,y Name

Is Asher Lev hich, as the title suggests, concerns the principal

character's struggle to assert his personal identity over the one his

family and community seek to impose upon him. Just as Asher Lev is
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shunned and comes to be regarded with fear and hostility by his

schoolmates (and even his father) because of his 'demonic' artistic

talents so David Lurie, in In The Beginning, is isolated by his fear of

the street and his ill-health. For Lurie, the situation is intensified

by his precocious genius and the 'alien' reading matter (Bible criticism)

which so interests bim. Ultimately, be comes to feel estranged even from

to tbe yeshiva until be is joined by his eventual spiritual guide, aav

his immediate family and, symbolically, walks alone on his daily journey

;:jharfman.
This theme of an almost unwelcome solitude is repeated in The Book

Of Lights where both Arthur Leiden ami Karen Levin suffer from being

"different". Of itself this 'difference' is reminiscent of the isolation

which confronts William 3urroughst adolescents, as Potok describes Karen

Levin experiencing litheloneliness of growing up not physi.cally pretty,

not mentally ordinary. She had loathed most of ber classmates and almost

all of her teachers. She bad yearned for solitude and at the same time
14dreaded it when it had come in drowning doses." However, the most

interesting aspect of The Book Of Lights is the way in which Petok breaks

the mould of his protagonists with the character of Gershon Loran.

Orphaned, Gershon drifts through school without enthusiasm and his progress

is defined by negatives: "None of his Talmud teachers was enthusiastic

about him, but none could find reason not to ordain him after he passed

the required examinations." 15 Further, he inhabits a world much less

amenable and sympathetic than those available to his predecessors:

"•••throughout the neigbbourhood ran a twisting river of random events ....

The world seemed a strangely terrifying place when you really thought
16about it." In this respect Gershon Loran in particular and the book

as a whole seem much closer to the bemused and uncertain temper of much

of post-war American writing than any of Potok's previous novels.

Nonetheless, all patak's heroes are outsiders, solitary cbaracters
estranged in some way from their traditions, and Potok has typically
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conveyed tii~ estrangement in terms of a father-son conflict. Danny

S"'un,iers,in The Chosen, must reject his father's wishes and incur

paternal displeasure by moving outsiJ.ethe narrowly religious wor-Ld of

the Hasidim and the sense of conflict recurs for Michael Gord.on in

The Promise, causi,n Rec;_venMalter to wonder whether "a son [cOU1cU hate

a father and not know it." 17 In the later books this sense of conflict

becomes stronger and the possibility of reconciliation more remote.

Asher Lev and David Lurie both feel their fathers aTe threatening and

hosti Le and young David reports that "I did not truly know who he was

and I remembered that in some dreams I had been having he had appeared

as a darkly red apparition, gargantuan, terrifying." 18 Asher similarly

experiences a sense of his father's antipathy: he feels that "my father

regarded me as an evil 11 19son ••• and there is an inevitability about

their conflict even though it is apparent that neither of them actively

desires a confrontation.
However, for Asher Lev, as for Danny Saunders ani Davi d Lurie, the

disunity between father and.son is only symptomatic of a far deeper and

wider disunity, the abandonment of the Jewish culture for another, alien

culture. In Asher's case it is the world of art which brings him into

contact with subject matter and concepts which Aryeh Lev finds

incompatible with Jewish orthodoxy. In fact, to describe Aaher's actions

as an 'abandonment' of Jewish culture is to overstate the case, as Potok

indicates that he remains an observant Jew.20 Abandonment, however, is

how Asher's father sees his actions and certainly Asher does move to a

point in which he is held between the two cultures and traditions

(of Judaism and Art) rather than within either one of them.

This sense of inter-cultural tension is at the heartof all of Potok's

fictional works. In one way or another all his characters are caught

between the contradictory pulls of Judaism and a wider, essentially

secular, culture and he has coined a word for their sit'J.ation: they are
zwischenmensch,literally in-between people. This sense of "being at home
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evet-ywhere and nowhere simul 'taneousLy ••• II 21 is f!103tcLeu+Ly ex ressed

in the character of Gershon Loran but it obviously apoli es to 1)~ir1ny

Saunuers, sher Lev and ')avid Lurie ae they too strus[~l;~to defi ne

their relationship wi t Judaism and wi th t.heumbrella culture of western

civilization. Patently, the narroi ami confined ;0;01'1.1 of Orthodox .Iudai sm

is, in Potak's eyes, insufficient to sustain a Jew who wishes to be a part

of the twentieth century and yet its claims are too _tlowerfulto 'illow

the characters to aban.i on their Judaism altogether. 'I'hus, Danny Saunders

is seen to be being "torn" apart by his desire to remain a Jew and his

need to embr ce the forbidden world of contemporary learning an-I similarly

David Lurie sustains a septic wound from kicking ag'a i nst the fence which

encloses his yeshiva and which syml olically cuts him off from the worLd
22of Bible criticism and.secular scholarship.

This motif of confinement has been used extensively by Potok to

depict the stifling, stagnating effect of ~uch attempts at s If-isolation

by the Jewish sub-culture. In The promise this is conveyeJ by reference

to closed and open windows. Reuven feels oppressed by the airlessness

of the Hasidim's unventilated rooms; feels the intrusion of the outside

world into his college via the noises entering through the win ows and

Potok signals <Danny's movement into the twentieth century by noting

that he has, at last, opened the wiYldows of his apartment. Likewise,

in In The 3eginning, David Lurie's pursuit of new truths about religion

arB echoed in bis flight from enclosure. The incident with the chain-link

fence is just one indication. Later comes his decision to stuJy in the

park in order to keep the world visible "so you coull see how your

reading changed. it," 23 and the open window and fresh breeze in the

apartment on the night he tells his father he wants to take "A degree

in Bible ... " 24 serves to underline Javid's need for the outside world.

Like David Lurie, all Potok's protagonists move steadily but

regretfully away from the Jewish community that has nurtured them.

Originally, David yearns "to go home to my own street and Lts trees," 25
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ihen he is ~vay from it but ultimately, like A her Lev, he Dust

leave the "st reet s that had.once been my wor d. but II ere +ow JoJ, r nd
" 26c;one-rom me , and both -)anny ::;aund.~rs -mu Ger~hon Loran <:,""8 o+ced to

abanion their homes becaus they have ~one out~iJe tte conv ntinnal and

accepted oun:iaries of the Orthodox Jewish commum ty ,

It is for this reaso that Patak's boys are genuinely rebels.

Unlike dabbit Angstrom or the recurr:::ntKerouac hero who, as in the inal

DuIuoz manlf eet a'ti on, col apseSback: into society; unlike '0 Lien auLf' i eld

who is in the process of being "ad just e.I" to so iety, POt01~'s cha acters

'push through' the barrier which attempt to confine thsm in an e f'ort

to reinterpret themselves and their culture. The fact that these

reb llions are not dramatic "pe rf'ormances ' of the sort t ha t C.:W8

characterized post-w9.r America!'}literature from OY]The Road and Hl)wlto

Fear and L';,athing:_inLas Vegas in no way detraots from their f'undaman t a
.ml :'arreaching qualities.

lor instance, Asher Lev hears from the mashpia that "All the Jewish

peopIe are one body and one souL ••,,27 and it is this sense of ommu tty

that helps him retain his Jewishnes.:=;w~en it is tbreateneJ by Jacob lahn's

artistic nihilism.28 Whatever the reason, Patak is areful to demonstrate

tnat his young men Jo stay within the spirit'of Judaism even if'not

within the letter of it. Ac ordingly, Danny Sa nders continues to play

with an imaginary earlock long after the actual one has been cut 0 f

and.uses the method of silence practised on him by lis fath r to cure

hichael Gordon. Moreover, neuven Yalter, despite his techniques of

textual amendation, receives smicha from Hav Kalman t er by becoming

"a part of the tradition now, as rouch of a uClrdian of the sacred Promise

as L1av Kalman and the Has idi m we 'e .••• ,,29

In the later books the atmosphere between fathe~ and son is f r mnre

strained but there are, nonetheless, indications that the t"'adition will

be upheld. In ~Iy Name Is Asher Lev father and son's silent par-ti ng
handshake may be proof of their strained relationship but, as Sidney
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Fe~hbach has pointed out, Asher clearly car ias ~ith him th~ Tebbe's

bh;ssinc; anl , crucially, still ref;ari.::;himself as a ,Tew: " ••• a La .over

Easid who prays three times a day and 'oelieves in the libbono 3.el Olom
, 1 h' t' th 0 '0 ,,30 I "1 Lth 1ana I oves lS paren s ann e ne e. n a sirrn ar way, a oug 1

avi

Lurie ani his father never achieve a reconciliation, the son r mains a

part of Judaism through his connec t i on wi th 1]av snar t'man an is onfi.rraed

in the tradition by the voice of his Uncle 1aviJ cita mas~ erave in elsen.

Finally, even Gershon Loran is acc~pted and encoura~ed to hold onto his

Jewi~hne's by F ofessor 1:Jalkuson.
Tnd.ed, in a oruci a.lway and in spi.te of the disapprobation they

receive, these later oharact.rra-> Lev, Lurie and Loran -- an be seen

as seeking to strengthen and support JuJaism. 1)avid Lurie, for example,

feels that he is fighting the enemies of the Jews, much as his f2:therdid,

and rejects the passive, insular inwulse of those Jews who ur18 him to

avoid contamination by the anti-Semitic goyim. He tells a classmate:

"I think we should care, Saul, I think its wrong to ignore what they say, ,Jl

and this sense of needing to care, to battle for and defend Judaism from

its persecutors is central to Patek's concern. It is an idea most

forcefully expresseJ by Abraham Gordon in The Promise. Gor<.lonis not a

wholly sympathetic characte~, Heuven feels he could never be "comfortable
32with Abraham Gonion's answers," but he is nonet eless the character who

most closely vocalizes the position of Patak's later protagonistS.

Referring to the ideas that have put him in Cherem, he tells .Eeuven that

they were inspired by love of Judaism and not scorn for it: "I wanted

American Judaism to become something an intelligent person would have to take

seriously and be unable to laugh at and want to love.1I33

Clearly, what Gordon is proposing is a reinterpretation er Judaism

to suit the demands of the twentieth century. This reinterp~etation has

become necessary since the 'old ways' of the .Iews like Reb aunders and

Rav Kalman are inadeQuate to the demands ~nd knowledge of the 'new world'

(in both its senses). American Jewry is seen as crucial to this act of
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+ed ef i.rri,t i on for, as David Mal ter recoenizes, i t i~ the spring--board to

the creation of t.ne state of Israel and is, in its mvn r i gh t , the only

signi:icant J'ewi sh communi t;yleft in the we st , 'rhus,when Jacob Ket.er

muses on what form I'themya t i.ci sm of Ame ri can J81'1ry,It 34 will take. e

is providing: a curious re-emphasis of Abr<lham Gonion I s -remarks as well

as the one made in the light of the Holocaust by .ti,ax Lurie:
,,35 Of course,

"There will

not be many gentle Jews left after this wa as becomes

clear, neither should. there be reductiv ly violent -nd aggressive Jews

like Max Lurie, who becomes virtually indistinguishable from his Polish

enemies. l~onetheless, Jews, Pot ok suggests, must accept thei posi tion

"beneath the vast umbrella civilization we call secular humanism," 36

and ad just their horizons accordingly. This adjustment occurs, for example,

in The Book Of Lights where, from the very beginning, the students' "need

for fresh concepts to replace their crumbling fundawentalism,,,}7 is fp-It.

It is finally achieved by Gershon Loran against a background of fire and

flood, §choing the creation myth and carrying with it the suggestion of

the imposition of order on chaos.
Appropriately, this achievement of a re-definition of Judaism has

been described by Patak in terms of the creation of "a third civilization. ,,38

However, such an act clearly req_uires that its creators 0 beyond what is

acc.:fl;ltedand acceptable to Jewish Orthodoxy and this is precisely what

Potok's characters do. Thus David Lurie is forced, in his symbolic descent

of the bluff, to move from the clearly defined paths of the parks near his

home and away from the safety of the yeshiva so that he can find new paths

and new ways of living as a Jew in the midst of the twentieth century

experience and society. Potok himself has suggested that "if Jews can't

compete in this open market place of ideas, then we should close up the

store," 39 and in ord.er that Judaism may continue as a living religion

(keeping the store open) Jews must be prepared, as Reuven Malter is, to

go beyond what is accepted and to look "everywhere" for the answers to life.

Although he has been widely depicted as one of the more religious of
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the Jewi;:;h-"merican writers there is clearly a stronE;'non-relis-iou::i

element in this "third civilization" \hich is reminiscent of the "sec lar

transformation" of religious values iJenti.Lied in the work of BeT'narl

llalamuJ. This secular lement has been openly admitted by Potok in

interview 40 but is sometninO' that he has clearly been troubled by and

which remains implicit or unendorsed in much of his work. In The Chosen,

or instan~e, David 1alter rationalizes the need for the ~tate of Israel

by arguing that "we cannot wait for God. If there is a~ ansver, we must

make it ourselves," 41and, in The Promi:::;e,Abraham Gorlon'", attempts at

creating a theology for those who can no longer believe in God are

acknow i edgnd with some reluctance.42 Once again it is with Uy lTarueIs

Asher Lev that Patak signals his willingness to deal more closely with

the complexities of twentieth century, as the' ebbe aJmits that Jakob Kahn

"is not an observer of the Commandments. But he is a good person." 43

Howeve r, it is in '1'heBook Of Lights that this secularization of Jur a.ism

is most closely explored. Here, drawing on the tlerkavah legends of

Ezekiel's chariot, Potok carefully constructs a vision of heaven as an

elevated, spiritual world divor-ced from the realities of life on earth and

emIh'3;)izesnot only man's exclusion from heaven but also the sufficiency of

the earth and mortal life. Thus he claims that "no--one could really climb

the transcendant heaven now ••• it would remain closed ••• there was no

char-iot into the chambered heaven," 44 but does not, in the final analysis,

find this an altogether distressing prospect. Instead (still using the

motif of ascent and descent) Loran is able to achieve his new form of

Judaism through a descent into himself and, although unable to pray,

retains his contact with the Jewish religion throu h the reaJinb of texts.45

It seems, as Professor IVialkusonsuggeats to him that "what is of importance

is not that there may be nothing. We have always acknowledged that as a

possibility. What is important is that if indeed there is nothing, then

we should be prepared to make something out of the only thing we have left
to us -- ourselves." 46
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Ultimately Potok does not go as far aB Malamud in identifying God

w i th man's moral capacity although he has recently, in intel"'view,of'fered

an interpretation of the Bible which hints ver:y strongly at a secular

impulse ami locates his position as being one very similar to Malamucl's

version of secularized Judaism. He describes the 3ible as !Ianattempt on

the part of one people to link itself with that dimension in the unive"se

which is divine, immaterial, the goal for the best of human strivinG', the

source of whatever wisdom and intelligence and compassion we have." 47
~onetheless, at the close of The Book Of Lights 'er8hon Loran is waiting

with hope if not certainty for God's return, havin8 once, as a young boy,

experienced the certainty of His touch. However, like Malamud, Patak

concede::!that the dynamic for society must come from man anJ.he also shares

the overwhelminglY Jewish conviction that man has the power. to overcome the

difficulties with which he is beset. As the father says in "1iiracles J'or

A Broken Planet": ";)ometimes I think man is a greater miracle-maker than

God ••••
48God does not have to live day after clayon thi s broken planet."

It is to their communal strength in Judaism that the Jews must turn to

overcome these difficulties and it is partly out of this sense of Jewish

communality that springs the faith in society which characterizes the work

of Potok along with that of Bellow and Malamud and distinguishes it from

the work of the majority of their contemporaries.
If the production .of "disruptive" fictions can be u efully seen

as an expression of an artistic realization that the world is irrational

and closed off from meaningful interpr tation then patak's traditionally

rendered, continuous and "undisrupti ve" approach to what is, after all,

story telling might be viewed as an equ~lly ideological stance. What is

suggested by such readiness to approve cer.titude of meaning is a conviction

that life is similarly amenable to logical interpretation, just as patak's

use of historical events to underpin the reality of his stones emphasizes a

belief in the "connectedness" of the individual to his society. Chaim
Potok has been unusual in the degree to which he has felt and propounded
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the st.r engt l an.imrtual i ty of these relationships. Cert ainLy no ther

writer considered here (in luding Bellow and tlalamud.)has found a bend

equally strong or as powerfully ast abli stied, Nonetheless, Potok has

consistently sought to depict this relationship in pre isely these terms

of mrtual nourishment. Just as David Lurie and the others draw from goyis'

culiure and society to sustain themselves in .Iu aism so they, as Jews, can

and indeed must enrich the wider, umbrella culture. In an article written

in 1966 Potok argued that "those Jews w 0 are not fearful of coping wi th

realities still have a great deal to S3,y rom a position within Judaism to

a t.wenti eth centur .world that is grappling with the problems of mearn ng and

meaningful behaviour," 49 and in the same article he also st at cl that "it is

as a Jew that I choose to serve the world." oorn sense of the natu e of

this service can be gained from Potok's remarks concerning the contribution

that monotheistic Judaism made to the ancient world:

Jewish civilization came into the world at
war with the nature cycle to which pag an reality
was bound and it broke the cyclical grip that
nature had on human experience ••• freeing man
so that he could create a new world, a new
reality with a dream for the future rather
than nothing 'out this endless cyclical trap ••.• 50

Clearly, for Potok this hopefulness and purposive positivity has continued

to hold good, as can be seen in My Name Is Asher Lev where two very

different characters speak of having a "Jewish heart" as a way of
~l

expressing their sympathy for humanity as a whole.) By havin' his

characters express their innate love of humanity in this wa:::!, Patak is

joining them to a contemporary li terary r-oIllof honour which includes <oses

Herzog, Yakov Bok and Edward Wallant's Sammy Cahan.
In Kabbalist lore the Jews were responsible or collecting the Light

spilled during the "Br-eakt.ngOf The Vessels." The collection of all the

light would redeem the world. and thiS, of course, corresponds closely to

the belief that the Jews are God's Chosen People. In both cases it is the

Jews' mediating action between God and man that is vital in defining their
status and Potok has made use of this tradition of mediating action in
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underlini.nghis belief in the value and centrali t.'lof the .Iews to human

experience. This is particularly true of The Book Of Li~hts where Patak

quotes extensively from the Kabbalah to underpin the actions and beliefs

of Gershon Loran on his route to a new und erst andLng of Judaism. One

_gerticularly Lllumi.nat.LngQuotation, in this context, runs: "Ravi,Yosi

sai~, 'The world was not properly settled, nor was the earth purged from

the de~ilem8nt of the serpant, Until Israel stood before Mount Sinai,

where they had laid fast hold of the Tree of Life, and so established the

world firmly. 'I! 52

In the light of all:this, Patak views as wrong-iheaded those Jews who

seek to cut themselves off from the Test of the world. Host notable amongst

these are the Hasidim who enclose themselves wi thin the narrow confines

of their religious beliefs to the detriment both of themselves and the

.,.estof society. "If he were not a tzaddik he could make a great

contribution to the world," 53 observes 1)avidMalter of i1eb Saunders, the

leader of the Hasidim in The Chosen. On the contrary it is the Jerv's'duty
54as "reconnaissance troops for the world •.. " to become involved in

society. Thus Reb Saunders' son, Danny, is finally c.arged with the task

of being !latzaddik for the world," 55 which is to say he should bring to

the world the Qualities of moral and spiritual leadership by example which

he learned in his father's synagogue.

Patak has said of the Jews that
We have lived through a series of culture
confrontations. .;.;verytime '.'Vetveconfronted
a high culture we have always managed to
borrow from it the best that it had to offer,
to blend with it, to enrich our core in the
process, and then to pass on to the world
that blend of high culture with our own core. 56

In Danny Saunders it is possible to see this process of mutual b nefit

at work. He is able to use his phenomenal talent (as a psychologist) to

benefit the wider society b~t his Jewish heritage is firmly ackno'Vledged

through his use of a Talmudic style of learning in understanding Freud

and through his recourse to 'the silence' in order to cure his first patient.
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Moreover, this ',videI'culture is able to benefi t .Iudai.smas, through

poychology, Danny is able to affect a reconciliation between Abraham and

lVdchael Gordon andavert a dislocation of the Judaic tradition. 57 This

theme of mutual enrichment occurs elsewhere, as Gershon Loran works faT

Jews and non-Jews alike during his time as a chaplain in Korea and the

father in !tHiraclesFor A Broken P'lanet " of'fers to' zive the wcr Ld

the special gifts of our Jewishness. ,58 Above all, Asher Lev,

sustained by his Jewish faith, is able to go beyond the social pessimism

of Jacob Kahn in much the same way as Patak, l\Ii.alamwland 3ellol>llare able

to transcend the contemporary malaise with its feeling of meaninglessness

and fragmentation of society.
This mut.uali,ty of interest between the Jews and the rest of "estern

Culture is part of a general belief in mutality of interest that marks

Potak's enthusiasm for and belief in society. It is part of an optimism

which is identifiably Jewish in its genesis and which, appropriately

enough, finds its most fluent expression in the closing lines of TvVanderings,

Potok's history of the Jews:
Yes, the Jew is now solidly inside the
affairs of the world, Yes, we are
aware of the resonance of hate that
lingers li~e a stench upon western
civilisation. Yes, we will continue
to be the other, to hold to our own
view of things. Yes, we are a single
people, capable of loving our separate
lands as well as Israel -- as one is
able to love a mother and a father.
Yes, there will be peace one day. Yes,
we will renew our people •••• Yes, there
are flowers to plant, seedlings to
nurture, young trees to tend, old earth
to nourish, and new earth to put in --
a garden of new dreams to bring forth,
to add to old covenants and messianic
hopes, and to offer to ourselves and
to our bToken and beloved world. Yes. 59

Precisely what Potok's Jews have to offer the world is a particular vision
of the world backed by their Jewish heritage. It is, overwhelmingly, a

response to an apparent lack of lneaning in the world and.constitutes a refusal

to countenance the possibility 0f surrender to such absurdity. EQually,
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Patak's protagonists reject the world as being o~ beni.n or m~lign intent

but, starting from a point of apparent absurdity proceed to renu r meanin'5

from a world conditioned by accidents. In In Th eginning there is some
talk of 'making' accidents; God is seen to e "making ac idents

everyvhere," 60 and the anti-semi tic Kulanskis "make" a s r i es of accidents

against David Lurie. Ho ever, since by its very definition an accident

cannot be made in the deliberate and planned sense of the Kulan:::;kisassaults

on J)ayQdor of Max Lurie's perceived attacks by God on the Jews, the idea of
, Li t l' t f . . t d . d t 61 I Idsucn rna19n ex erna In er e~enca 115 TeJec e- as lna e'lua e. n a wor

in which relationships are always potentially fruitful (given the willingness

on the part of m6m to make them work) it is inconsistent, indeed

inconceivable, to Potak that there could be such malign intent uDderlyin)

the very basis of existence. He therefore seeks to establish a ,arId whi.h

is conditioned by random events, as in In The Beginning where a series of

disastrous and irrational accidents define the shape of avid Lurie' f:j

childhood. Similarly, in The Chosen, Reuven 1 alter unsuccessfully ponders

the nature and purpose of his baseball accidant, an apparently silly thing

("an ordinary thing," 62suggests his father) which has far-reaching

consequences for the characters in the novel. Such accidents occur on all

levels of human activity. From the mysterious fires and succession of plane

crashes in The Book Of Lights to the unforeseen chain of events which leaJ to

Danny Saunders treatine Michael Gordon in The Promise life seems to unfold
. d' 63without motlve, eSlgn or sense. The blind nature of these events is

underlined by Gershon Loran's experience during his Brooklyn childhood:

For a while after his cousin's death he
thought his family had somehow been singled
out for a special curse. But he talked to
friends and found that throughout the
neighborhood ran a twisting river of
random events: parents died in slow or
sudden ways, children were killed,
relatives slipped young from life. The
world seemed a strangely terrifyin~
place when you really thought about it. 64

The questions remain, then, "what kind of a universe is it in which man moves?
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Is it possib l.e to explain this world wui ch Gershon Loran, like so many

protagonists in post-war fiction, finds 'strangely terrifying'?"

The key to any answers appears to lie precisely in Potok's p rce tion

of these frecluently awful and un velcome events as pure accidents. Just as

they are blind (i.e. not conditioned by either benign or malign motivation),

so nothing else in the univefse can be considered in terms of pure goodness

or evil. This element is touched upon in l'ilY Name I~ Asher Yev as Asher

struggles to decide whether his gift for painting is demont or divine and

is further develo::,>edthrough the repeated images of darkness and light,

shadow and flame, in In The Beginning. Here, the young 'Javi(iIxrr ie combines

his father's fight against the Poles and the Cossacks in the menacing foreat

of Bobrek wi til personal experience of anti-~Semit i sm and patterns these,

essentirtlly dark, occurences 6r) into a complex web of ideas bound u-pw:i.th

images of the 1)urity and innocence associated with the secure clean whiteness

of sheets, the comforting safety of Menorah candle fl~mes and the potentially

threatening shadows beyond those flames. Through these powe-rfully sustai ned

images Patak explores and explains David's gro\th into a ulthoou, describing

the boy's original fear of the da-rkl"lessand his prefe-r n e for the plain and

clear security of light while forcefully [!lakingthe point that human

experience is to@)complex to sustain such a simplistic life-view. Just as

Dav i d Lu-rie needs both father and mother so he needs to embrace both the

darkness anu the light.66 Thus, though the young David fears the forest and

wishes God would make the world clean (1. e. whi te and unb L mished }, the dark,

ap::,>arentlyforbidding forest is the setting both of pleasant picnicb and the

Kulanski's anti-Semitic activities. E'l.ually,the shadows are the home both

of threatening, unfriendly presences, and the ::;piritof David's guiding,

benefice.nt uncle. Eventually, David must learn to accept the necessity

of the darkness and the ulility of the deeds done in it (as when he learns

of anire-enacts his father's heroic work for the Jewish resistance) before

he can come to a mature understanding of his own role as a Jew in the

twentieth century.
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employed in The Book Of Lights where tnere are a number of arn"8iguitiesand.

dU3.1ities, events and situations whose qu e.Li, ties can only be perceived in

tleir totality by the use of two co tr8.~ting viewpoints. Gershon LOTan

provi.des an example of this as he aahi one for himself an acoept ab e

contempo ary versio!} of Jue.aism from the contra",tin~, perhaps even

antagonistic, viewpoints held by the P'r-ofesaots K tel' 8.1 d lJ.aH.'Uson.(It is

not without significance in this context that a Loran is a type of navi1.!atinn8.

aid which 1etermines the position of an object by '"eference to two kn,wn fixeJ

and separat e points).
This belief in the power of Juclaism to reconcile apparerrtopposites

has been recognized in the work of both Saul Bellow an' 3ernard Malamud 'out

Potok seems to take this poweT of reconciliation one step further as he uses

the Zohar to reinforce his argument that such an accommoJation is ssential

to a balanced, workable model of the universe. 'I'hus, Gershon Loran reads

f'rors the Zoh~-:cin orIley to pr-ovi.de a commentarr and interpretat' <Inof the

events in Korea and.begins to perceive that "despite their seQ8.ratane'8, the
'7holy contains a particle of the left side ••••" In this way, an apparently

good. acti on can have bad consequences, as when rlrs. Leiden successfully

intervenes to prevent the bombing of Kyoto and indirectlu' oauses the Atomic

30mb to be dl'op-ped.on Hiroshima, and a bad action, th very dropping of the

bomb, can have good consequences in terms of the vast number of American

soldiers whose lives were saved by it.
Potok's underlying point is obviously that the post-war retreat into

cynicism and.despair over the futility and brutality of human life is

misguided. Through reference to Arthur Leiden's anxiety and shame over the

dropping of the Atomic 130mb (which, like the Holocaust, is or many a symbol

of man's unworthiness) Potok is trying to refute this despair by placing it

within tbe context of a world of human possibilities. If the universe is

not malign, or indeed benign, then the individual recovers his significance
and can act pu:>:'posefullyin an.attempt to cope with it. Finally, even Arthur,
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from the depths 0: ni e seLf'<-d i sg'ust , is able to re ojn i se thi s ani writes

to his par ent s t hat "a lI the worLd ", it seems, is a :_:'TCiyishsea of arnbi cu i t;y

and ve rnust Le ar'nto nav i gute it or 58
e dr owried s "

Ho\,;ever,t is rejection of the concept of ontrol:..nl marripuLa't i on of

man toes not f'orce Patak (as, for examp le, it has f'o rced Kur-tVonner-u t )

into T'2g-8:r,lin,; life ab:i ot a.lLy absurd series of event s in which man is a

helpless piece of flotsam propelled by the motion of some cosmic sea. Kor

does he come to regard life as a sort of vast black joke. On the contrary,

in Patak's view a man can, and indeed must, gamble on his ability to impose

his will on the conditions of his life. The gambling metaphor, which in

some places is refined to the notion of making a choice (but always in the

context of being unable to predict any outcome), first appears in The Promise

where Potok quotes from Pascal: "Yes, but you must wager. It is not optional.

You are embarked.,,69 This wager, however, is not the blind device it may

appear to be and differs sharply in essence from the blind accidents which

shape the individual's life. In contrast, this gambling is an attempt to

impose some degree of meaning and rationality on a world which is, until man

acts, empty of meaning. In the narrative action of The Promise, the gambling

metaphor springs out of the gambling game at the country fair. This, in fact,

is not a fair gamble and.it is its very unfairness which brings on IHchael

Gordon's mental breakdown. After this there are numerous gambling images in

the book: Michael gambles that he will enjoy going sailing with Reuven;

Abraham Gordon records how he gambled on the strength of the Jewish tradition

to sustain him after he lost religious faith Rav Kalman gambles with the

sanctity of that tradition by giving Reuven smicha just as Reuven gambles

on getting smicha by giving examination answers he knows will be unpopular

with Rav Kalman. 70

None of these gambles or choices can be made lightly, as the possible

repercussions are~.far too serious. Not surprisingly, then, characters often

fear to make such choices. Max Lurie, rocked by the Depression and its effect
on the community he brought to New York, loses faith in his judgement, becoming
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"afraid of making another decision •••" 7land Gershon Loran accepts The 1eiden

Award so as to avoid making a choice simply because, as Rav Kalman says in

The Promise,"when a man has a choice to make he chooses what is most important

to him, and that choice tells the world what kind of man he is ••••" 72 Thus

we are forced to recognize the great importance attached to this particular

form of gambling and also to accept that it is through such apparently marginal

activities that man is able to invest something of himself in the world, t.hereby

investing life with meaning and purpose.

This belief is most readily understood by reference to an article Potok

wrote on Martin Buber which demonstrates the novelist's intellectual debt to

the philosopher. In it Potok writes that "Bubel" argued that the mark of'man's

freedom is the ability to choose and to stake his life on that choice. By

risking everything through a decision of faith, man becomes a genuine

person ••••" 13 This same belief obviously lies at the centre of patak's work

and the identification of the gamble with a 'decision of faith' is vital in

linking the social dimension of Petek's concerns (the morality of man's

dealings in society and the moral nature of society itself) to his beliefs

with regard to human significance in the cosmos. The conviction that a man's

actions continue to be significant, even if there is no God, provides the

rational impetus for the moral concern which is absent in much of twentieth

century writing and this, in turn, reflects and is reflected in the writer's

Jewish background, as has been seen with Bellow and Malamud. Moreover, Potak

is able to insist upon the validity of the Jewish moral precepts by

emphasizing the degree to which they help his protagonists, as Jews, to gamble

and make good choices. As Michael Woolf has obse-rved: "The fact that the

characters choose well is a vindication of their moral eJ.ucation." 74

In an attempt to express more figuratively and enact the conflict

between this world of accidents and man's effort to bring meaning to the

universe Patak has, in much of his writing, adopted a motif of contrasting

light and dark. Whilst this was not much in evidence in The Chosen, the
conflict becomes apparent in The Promise through Michael Gordon's interest
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in astronomy (the dark sky punctuated by Pinprick~ of starlight) and through

the "twilight" months during which :Michael's sanity and Heuven' s smicha hang

in the balance. 75 For Asher Lev, light anu dark are the crucial elementl:>

of painting. He expresses this as a small child, saying "I wante to draw

the light and dark •••" 76 and through his recognition of the Siberian

landscape "of ice and darkness ••!,77 as an internalized metaphor for hi s

feelings as his father attempts to suppress his talent. In The Beginning

employs dark and light by contrasting the shadowy world of the forest with

David's illu;;;ory"clean, white world,,,78 and The Book ('IfLights, as the title

suggests, works through the ambiguities and dualitiel:;lof Ii ht and darkness.

In general terms, images of light represent man's impulse to 'goodness'

and the survival of his spiritual dimension, a dimension which obviously

has religious overtones. In The Chosen, for instance, the movement of anny

Saunders away from the strictures of an essentially eighteenth century

Hasidism and into the hopefulness of Patak's twentieth century is symbolized

by sunlight piercing the gloom of the Hasidic community. In his first visit

to Danny's street, Reuven observes how the sycamores "formed a solid tangled

bower that kept out the sunlight." 79 However, by the ti~ of his final visit,

when Danny has decided to give up the tzaddikate for psychology "the sycamores
80formed a tangled bower, through which the sun shone brightly." In a

similar way, this image of light is used in The Book Of Lights to express

man's capacity for self-expression as Karen Levin's father asserts that "we

have it in our hands to make of ourselves a burnt cinder or a star of the

spirit," 81 a remark which also contains the threat of the darkness of

failure. This image is repeated in Asher Lev's determination not to have

the flame of his painting doused, leaving him to live a life characterized

by waste and Siberian darkness. 82"Who dares drain the world of its light?"

asks Asher's 'mythic ancestor,' encouraging him to hold on to his talent and

use it for the world even if it breaks with the accepted code of Judaism.

Such a break occurs when Asher violates shabbat bY switching on his bedroom
light to look at his paintings but it is clear that it is more important,
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morally and piritually, for Asher to have the light than obey the law.

B're~uently, however , the power of light is allied to man's religious

imension, as in Patak's shol"tpiece "Miracles For A :Broken Planet" where

the spark of light from the candles acts as a metaphor for the Jews' impulse

to goodness and will to survive t~e threat within the darkness. It is an

image also used in The Promise where the menorah candles (symbolic of the

Jewish tradition) appear as "two tiny flames that flickered against the
83enormous darkness of the night." The connection of the Jews with

scattered sparks of light obviously carries references to the Breaking of

the Vessels and, indeed, it is usually from a recognizably Jewish viewpoint

that these images of light are deployed. However, as Potok's increasing

willingness to .leal 'beyond the walls' of Judaism suggests, this light is

not an excluoively Jewish property. Thus, in The Book Of Lights, John l1eron

recognizes in Gershon Loran a quality he had also seen in a Jesuit friend

and concludes that religious people of all denominations are "strange

carriers of an otherworldly luminosity. ,,84Light, then, ultimately represents

a powerful moral Quality in man and Patak's use of it may best be un\lerstood

by the ashpia's remark that "the candle of God is the soul of man." 85

Darkness, by contrast, incorporates the world of doubt, fear and negative

emotions like jealousy and intolerance. Reuven Malter, in The Promise,

experiences "a rancid darkness,,86 as he realizes the nature of the relationship

developing between Danny Saunders and Rachel Gordon; later Rav Kalman, in

his dislike of what America is doing to Judaism, seems to "radiate darkness.tl8r

Further, euven experiences a sense in which the darkness contains the powers

which are against life: "I turned off the light and stood very still. In

the abrupt, total darkness of the night the odour of moist decay was suddenly

overpowering." 88 Thus it is consistent with these images that the

unpleasan~ and destructive thoughts and actions of In The Beginning occur

within the dark precincts of the forest. The murder of the Jews at Bobrek

anlMax Lurie's attacks on the Poles and Cossacks as well as David's
re-enactment of these events and his desire to kill the Kulanskis all take
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place in the forest which is "cold" and where the leaves are "stained with
89death." This connection between decay and darkness is enlarged upon by

Gershon Loran who "did not know what death looked like, thouCh he thought

it was dark .•.•t' 90 And although the motif is somewhat overused by Potok,

as in In The BeginningJwhere, on successive pages, David Lurie's mother

is made to exude "silent darkness" and "dark silences," 91 its universal

immediacy is underlined by Gershon Lo~an, who describes his insomniac

fear of death in the followir;tgway: "No time of uay or night seemed so

filled with the weight of darkness as this hour before the twilight of

morning." 92
Despite this, however, darkness is not invariably depicted as being

evil of itself. ather, as in the Old Testament, it may be seen as the

province in which evil may occur. The Book Of Genesis 1: 16-18 firmly locates

darkness as part of God's creation and in Proverbs 4: 19 one reads that

"The way of the wicked is as darkness: they know not at what they stumble."

It is noteworthy that wickedness is likened to darkness rather than identified

as being it. Indeed the concept of darkness as being of itself evil and

separate from God's province belongs far more to the New Testament and

Christianity, where, for example, thanks is given to God "who hath delivered

f th f d kn " 93us rom e power 0 ar ess ••••
This difference iM approach and interpretation is echoed in Potok's

fiction where darkness is more an ambiguous presence than an evil force.

Thus, in In the Beginning, Max Lurie, a figure frequently identified with

darkness, is not an unsympathetic figure in his commitment to a more active

and resolute Judaism. Indeed David Lurie is forced to accept the validity,

necessity even, of his father's passionate, muscular approach to Judaism

and to employ its combative (if not its violently destructive) element

in his own understanding of Judaism. Ultimately the strength of his father,

expressed in the dark images of resistance in the Bobrak forest, underpins

and gives purpose to the gentler, more loving, form of belief that David
learns from his mother: the one cannot survive unimpaired without the other.
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Equa lLy the dark forest, scene of the Kulanskf brothers' assault on Davi.d,

is the scene of pleasant family picnics. It is "stained with death" and

"Pungent with the odour of decaying leaves ••,!94 but later becomes the site

of the boy's encounter with "the sweet gentle voice" of his Uncle David, a

place where "the air was cool and clean and blue. ,,95 Through this u e of

metaphor and simile Po tok, in In The Beg' nrJ_n&" can be seen describing the

kind of accommodation between man and the universe that he has been

attempting to achieve through the narrative action of the firclt four novels,

It is an accommodation which has finally been achieved in The Book Of

Lights a work which, as may be infer-red from the title, is full of refer~nces

to light and, moreover, in a way which recalls the Jewish religion and

Kabbalistic lore. 'I'heorganization of the novel into ten chapters J.ivicled

into three sections recalls the sefiroth, the "non-material entit1_es

constituting ••• the moulds or forms into which all created things were

originally cast." 96 This is reinforced by the namins of two of the most

important characters Keter and Malkuson (from alkut) the two sefiroth,
representing respectively the crown of learning and the power of harmonizing

and unification. It is precisely these qualities that the two men display

in the novel and their connection may be further emphasized by the title of

the poem Kether Malkuth written by the eleventh century Sephardic philosopher

Solomon Ibn Gabirol. In the words of Isidore Epstein Kether Malkuth is

"a gloTious meditation on the greatness of God and the wonders of His

universe •••" 97 and it is toward such a sense of affirmation that Gershon

Loran gropes, with the help of his teachers, Professors Keter and Malkuson.

Furthermore, the book draws on the legend of The Breaking Of The Vessels and

its attendant sparks of light imagery in a way reminiscent of his previous

books but on a much larger scale.

Gershon Loran feels the Lnacequacy of traditional Yeshiva Judaism in

terms of a lack of light. The classrooms of the Yeshiva are described as

beingltpooTly lighted rooms ••!,98 and Orthodox Judaism can provide him vith
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"no :-lewlights.,,99 He turns to the power of light (of hope 'nd reason) to

drive out the fear of emptiness and chaos feeling that "only a li.£'htwould
it away ••••" 100

The evil of the 'tomic Bomb is several times deucribed
as casting a "",hadow" on the following generation and works a ainst the power

of light in t rning Arthur Leiden away from it~ scientific study. 101

However, in The Book Of Li.crhts,Patak deals \'ith the ambiguities which hav

only been implied elsewhere. For instance, both Lor'n and Leiden suffer from

the brightness of artificial light at some point and the flash of Ii ht rom

the dropping of the Atomic Bomb is seen, unequivocally, as evil. To emphasize

this duality of light as part of the province usually associated with

darkness, Patak records the dark patch left on a stone by the shadow of a man

killed in the Hiroshima explosion and speaks paradoxically of th flash as

"a death light," "so bright a blind girl saw it." 102

So, even though the darkness Gershon experiences may be fearful and

the 'silken voice' which issues from it may be reductive, there must,

inevi tably, be a compromise between dark and light since (as David Lu-rie

also discovered) life does not belong to one realm or the other but is held

between them. This is brought home to Gershon and Arthur "in the fused li ht
and darkness of the 103acao brothel," as they see how the degradation of
prostitution also enables human beings to live on with hope and, echoing

this sense of fusion and accommodation of opposites, the 'silken voice'
suggests the need of such a compromise to Gershon:

There is some merit in darkness.
There are times when light is a
menacing distraction. You need the
fires of the other side dear Gershon,
if you are to move beyond the pale
of the old and the dry and the illusions
that are truly dust. There is already
so much of me in your Kabbalah. Are we
not 'by now well acquainted? Consider
me. Yes. Consider me with care as
you journey through your b~oken century. 104

Indeed, the closing picture of Gershon Loran as he "sat in the light and
shade •••" 105 of Keter's garden in Jerusalem suggests that such an

accommodation has been achieved and that meaning and purpose can be given
to the universe.
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It is, therefore, without wishing to minimise the differences which

exist between the three Jewish wr i t ers in te-rms of style, approach and

literary talent, possible to see how a similaT' impulse drives and conditions

their very d.ifferent fictions. 'I'hus Chaim Patak has rejected, as have Saul

Bellow and Bernard Malamud, a negat ive evaluation of human life, has

refused to sut'render the possibility of finding meaning and purpose in the

universe and has continued to insist on man's ability to render it amenable

to reason and understanding. Even in The Book Of Lights, "'hich one
106reviewer has found to have a profound sense of "gloom at its core,"

Patak is able to ins i st on man's power to overcome the difficulties and

seeming irrationality of existence.

Perhaps stung by the criticism of his two 'simplistic' early novels,

Patak has since achieved a f ar'more comple:x vision of nan without ab anc oning

his original proposition. He has insisted on western society's ability to

rescue itself from its CU1"'rentmalaise much as his characters do, moving

from situations of isolation and potential alienation (situations which

mirror the sense of anomie at the heart of western society) to positions of

affirmation, of social and moral comrnit.i:o_,ent. These virtues have been, to

some extent, communicated through the use of vision, emphasizing the

intangible world of the soul. Thus, Asher Lev is visited by his "mythic

ancestor," David Lurie hears the voice of his dead Uncle David and Gershon

Loran receives visions from God and "visits" from people who are actually

thousands of miles away and whilst these visions obviously speak for the

power of the Judaic tradition in influencing Potok's protagonists they

also act to condition the characters' moral behaviour. It is precisely

this intangible moral realm that has been identified by both Bellow and

lalamud as essential to the salvation of human values and its perceived

loss is lamented by Potok in The Book Of Lights where Gershon Loran as an

army chaplain "sensed that ~he sOldier~ regarded his words as negligible

abstractions from the Kingdom of the intangible over which he was thought

to rule. How to make it real f or them?" 107 This is strongly reminiscent
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of Bellow's insistence on the existence of the realm of the soul and in

this respect their fiction, though of vastly different cb racter and,

indeed, quali ty, shares the sarneimpulse, namely to restore the moral realm

to the theatre of human concerns.

At the base of this assertion of the continued availability of this

temporarily lost dimension i~ Patak's contumed belie_ in the pow,r of

Judaism to provide a framework of moral responsibility an human purpose.

It 1;:" however, no longer n cessari.Ly a religious JUdaism. Indeed, as

with Bernard.Malamud, there has been a delibe+at and consci ous effort on

?otok's part to give Jewish precepts a moral force even in a post religious

world and to render them in a form acceptable to twentieth century secular

society. Nonetheless, Patak continues to see the essential Jewishness of

this pe rapectLve as vital to the moral recovery and mend.ing of this 'broken

world'
Essentially, ehaim patak's great achievement has been the incorporation

into his fiction of an immense generosity of spirit and a determination,

persuasively argued, that man can, despite fears of death and the facts of

The Holvcaust and the Atom Bomb, still say 'yes' to life. His fiction,

whatever other shortcomings it may have, has convincingly de$cribed and

enacted his belief that
the assertion of emptiness, blindness, essential
meaninglessness as an inherent characteristic of
the totality of things seems to me to be an inauequate
response -- for there is after all much around us that
has apparent meaning •••• I would rather try to discover
some light in the patches of darkness than extend the
darkness to whatever there is now light. 108

It is a light whi.ch is not much visible in contemporary American writing and

which is hardly visible at all outside those writers who, like Potok, have

a Jewish background o~ which to draw.
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CHAPTER TEN

CONCLUSION

In one respect the preceding chapters hqve been an attempt to determine

what, in contemporary fiction, rel"1ain::>of the belief in American

exceptionalism, that powerful expression of purposive nationalism fuelled

by moral aspiration and an apparently boundless optimism. It was a belief

much in evidence in the U;3A's early history and culture and the historian

Carl Degler has argued that, for the average American at least, much of

this moral optimism survives. In Out Of Our Past he su?gests that

In the twentieth century American faith in
progress and the perf'ect i,bili ty of mom has
been tempered by realistic psychology and
unpleasant economics. But deep insi e himself,
the modern I\merican still feels the optimism
which animated the nineteenth-century reformer.
ais self-confidence may be reduced but ther 're
still very few Americans in the rnid-twenti th
century who aTe not convinced that the United
States is the model for the world. The're may be
almost continuous crises in the pe~ilous world
of today, but the old optimism, the familiar belief
in a better tomorrow, Americans have not lost. 1

However, it is imp6ssible to pretend that Degler's onfidence is

widespread. Another, frequently expresse', vision of modern Am rica may

be summarized by the following description, a depiction of the in ivirtua.l

stranded at a sort of spitirual crossroads, adrift
in a world where most of the old certainties
have been removed, Western man in the last
quarter of the twentieth century finds himself
confronted by crucial alternatives. W'i1l he,
bereft of his old relieious beliefs, shaken
in his sense of values, hounded by fanatically
ideological enemies, cursed by eoonornics 'nd
seemingly betrayed by even his beloved science,
give way once and for all to a spiritual in 'rtia
that will lose him all he has gained? Or will
he, remembering that past discoveries of new
horizons have always been interpreted as presagin
the end of mankind, reali n his cosmic sights,
adjust his ego to the individually dwarfing
conception of an expanding universe, and re ain
the integrity required to carry him forward to a
new era? 2

In any consideration of the spiritual or psychological state of the nation

the evidence and testimony of its authors is bound to 'od significant and
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the writers of this second, less comfortinc;, view of America make special

reference to the potential importance of the literary arti::;tin h lping

'ifiesternman' to shape his future. They argue that "if he is to arrive

at this new adjustment, it is perhaps his autaors who will have to light
1 ' II .3him on his Nay••.•

It is easy to envisage how varied would be the literary practitioners'

response to this suggestion. By no means everyone auld be rea~y to concede

that this sort of "socialization" is a proper part of the novelist's uty

or intent even should such power lie within his gift. Some mia-ht su gest

a very different set of imperatives for the fiction of the latter part 0

the twentieth century, like Itaymond Federman arguing that

the primary purpose of fiction will be to
unmask its own fictionality, to expo~e
the metaphor of its own fT'audulence, and
not pretenu any longer to pass for
realIty, for truth, or for beauty.
Cons84.uently, fiction will no longer be
regarded as a mirror of life, as a pseu or alistic
document that tnforms us about life, nor
will it be judged on the basis of its social,
moral, psychological, metaphysical,
commercial value, or whatever, but on the
basis of what it is and what it,cbes as an
autonomous art form in its own right. 4

Indeed, many writerB, far from being committed to reconciling twentieth

century man to the accepted realities of his situation, have sought new

vistas, alternative formulations and new forms for describing the human

condition. They have siezed upon the existential absurdity of life, the

innate isolation of the individual, as a reason to go beyond the accepted

limits of reality offering,in the very structure of their work, a critique

of conventional social values and a challenge to normative perceptions of

artistic function. Among these "revolutionaries" William Burroughs has been

much in evidence. Hefusing to attempt to square indiviiualism, humanism

and man's social dimension in conventional novelistic terms he has, instead,

produced what avid Punter calls "paranoiac fiction," a version of ethic

fiction in which psychological and social processes are dramatically rendered

in an explicitly anti-realist rnanner. Transcending mere reality in their
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Vonnegut and Pynchon, attempt to arrive at something greater and more

significant, something self-apparent. 5

Obviously the very concept which promotes and propels ur~oughs'w iting

"a mode of fiction about bureaucratization, institutionalization, the

alienation of the individual from power and control of his om life •••" 6

__ militates against the sort of 'adjustment' envisaged by Horton and Edwar s .

Clearly what they visualize, a kind of philosophical acce?tanc of hU!anity's

cosmic insignificance accompanied by a Camusian assertion of purpose onjured

from the very abyss of abeuvd ity ,7' has no place in Bur r-ou.zhs' iconoclastic

world view. l!onetheless, the question of adjustment -- to a WOT'ld where man's

status is manifestly reduced, where significance is witheld by the absence

of God, whe~e the individual's relationship with society remains stubbornly

problematic -- is central to the work of the other novelists considered here

and the knotty problem of bringing the culture'tl most cherished versions of

human worth into line w~th contemporary experience is as much a factor in the

books of Cheever and Updike as it is in those of BelIow, laa.lamud an 8Patak.

In essence each has attempted to interpret post-war experience in te ms

not of its separation from the past but very much in the light of th t past,

has chosen to try and stress the continuity of human experience in th face

of the radical, apocalyptic temper of post-modernism. Thus they have not

shared in the constantly reiterated belief 9 that literary realism is an

outmoded form, inadequate, perhaps even obstructive, to our un erstan ing of

modern life. On the contrary they have con t i nued to affirm its vali i ty by

their use of it and in doing so have affirmed a lingering if, at timp.s,

critical attachment to a battery of moral and intellectual assumptions about

the universality of the human condition. They have continued to explore and

describe that tension between individual freedom and social perfectibility

which is at the heariof the American enterprize and basic to a body of lib ral

thinking born in the nineteenth century.
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the work of a single wri tel' the tension is resolved witb varyin.g ileurees 0

success. But if the exploration has proved troublesome, if the resolution

has often been problematic, it is because, as Ortega y Go. set anJ others

have shown, there is an element of contradiction implicit i.n the ideal of

individual liberty secured by a submission to "Government" (either 'lith

or without 'the consent of the Governed'). As \ylie :5ypher has observeJ.:

The nineteenth-century liberals were devoted
to both individualism and institutions; they
had faith in both freedom and necessity, and
never satisfactorily adjusted the two. They
inherited from the romantics the conviction
that freedom is a good in itsel. The
romantics never asked whether freedom is
good for the individual; and the liberals,
as Ortega says, were convinced that freedom
is good for society. To bring freedom to
society, they relied upon institutions; so
romantic individualism became liberal collectivism.
The liberal program for society finally negated
the significance of the person. Freedom became
an organization, and a middle-class organization t that.

10

Confronted with such a basic parallox it is perhaps not surprising tho t

much of the fiction of the period has tended to end by offerin0 a

redefinition of humanity which fails to achieve the hoped-for ijustment.

Ultimately disarmed by the bitter evidence of contemporary 'isaffection, by

the weight of disillusionulent which has attached itself to a culture of

material abundance, the explorations have all too often end.ed in a headlong

rusb to admit to humanity's intrinsic moral and spiritual worthlessne;;;s.

As with the Wall street Crash, when shares (in this case in hum n stock) began

to fall they kept right on falling; they did not find. a more reali~tic value

but simply, of their own momentum, lost value altogethe. For many
11

contemporary American writers the recognition of buman absurdity has not been

the precursor of an attempt to impose a human meaning on life (the kin of

imposed meaning Camus has Rieux and Tarrou achieve in La Peste). aather it

is the preface to a recognition of innumerable other bostile circumstances

which affect all levels of existence and which preclude efforts to achieve
meaningfulness.
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Post-war fiction has demonstrated a new belief about the human con ition,

a belief owing more to pathos than tragedy and one ey_ually evid nt in realist

and non-realist or anti-realist writing. James 5:. Miller, for instan ,has
described how it is

that ~or the first time in our literature,
aftel"World War II, the world that dominated
our fiction was sick, hostile, or treacherous,
and that the recurring stance of the modern
fictional hero reflected some mixture of
horror, bewilderment, and sardonic humor __
or, to use the popular term, alienation.
The common pattern of action which recurred
was the pattern of the quest, the quest
absurd in a world gone insane or turne
opaque and inexplicable, or become
meaningless. 12

Equally William Trevor, in reviewing Rabbit liedux, could observe how "what

dominates the novel -- as it does Rabbit,Hun and indeed America it~elf __

is a sense of emptiness, of death without God, and loneliness in hostil
ap ac " 13 Their specific complaints may differ in p rticulars, yet

both have the Same genesis. Both argue a debasement of the in ivi ual,

sense of moral degeneracy, both detect in American fiction an implic·t

belief in the impo~sibility of answerinry Horton and ,dwards' pIe for

adjustment, observe a defection from the didactic moral optimism so

characteristic of American letters of earlier times. ¥lliethercouched in

the terms of the anti-novel, with its belief in the obsolescence of charaote

and all that implies for the culture of individualism, or in the closely

rendered description of social and psychological breakdown offered by the

literary :descendents' of John O'Hara, what clearly emerges from reading

contemporary fiction is a widespread oonviction that man exists in an

irremediably displaced relationship to the world beyond himself. Having lost

the moral (social and religious) certitudes that held him in place, indeed

gave him a place, he is left floundering and oontingent, displaced by the

burden of being forced to create his own meaning. As John Updike said when

commenting upon "a perceptible loss of the sense of righteousness" in

contemporary society: "I wonder if twentieth century man's problem isn't
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gone to the end of the corri, or an found it blank. " 14

In such circumstances hereoism, the belief that a brave or noble action

might have any wider significance, becomes impossible and is r pla ed by its

very opposite, in the shape of the anti-hero. This mutely in lorious fi re,

very much a product of our times, is usually defined by his 1·ck of positive

qualIties; an absence of creative dynamism; the degree to which h is acted upor> 'J

moulded, by forces ~o much greater than himself. He symbolizes incapacity,

inertia, the inability to assert human ~ignificance and in place of meaninb ul

action has tended to assert the primacy of the self in simple defian e of

the threatening void; has stressed the irrational act as a esture of

existential self-awareness. He is, if not exactly a cypher, then certainly

a fi8"ureredolent with futility and perfectly suited to the absurd times he

is so often perceived as enduring.

Indeed, wha'tis chiefly remarkable about the anti-hero i:::;the a tent

to which he has assumed, in the work of writers as di spar te as Pynchcn ,

Kesey, Stone, Coover and Kosinski the role of spokespe~son, rep esent~tiv

of the post-war generation. In this respect Cheever and Updike ar no

exceptions: their heroes are essentially small men, limite by and unable

to transcend circumstance, their fictions display an awareness of human

diminution th t -reinforces a sense of disappointment rathar than occasionin

an outbur~t of tragic recognition. lrolonger able to conform to Bernard

Eergonzi's description of "the way in which the heroes of American novels

are defiant solitaries, preserving their precious burden of innocence n

freedom, establishing, however precariously, their own world aroun.tthem

like the early pioneers •••11 15 characters like Rabbt t Angstrom .n zekiel

Farragut are condemned to live in an age which is, in any case, devoi of

all respect for that burden. Thus, although very different in ID nner and

outlook, the characters of John Cheever and John Updike are joined with

those of William Burroughs 16 in facing similar fates, are either forced into
exile by their refusal to make accommodations, submitting themselves to the
depersonalizing tendencies of society, or are rendered impotent by a decision
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to operate within it.

Of cour::;ethis dilemma has a very American context. The tension between

town and.wilderness in The Scarlet Letter, the Leatherstocking tales of

James Fenimore Cooper, the decision by Huck Finn "to light out for the

Territory ahead of the rest," 17 these are only the most famous example3 of

American fiction's well documented unease over the relationshi~ between

individual ism and the demands of a democratic society. Howeve r, what has

occurred in post-war writing is a hardening of attitudes, a form of cultu~al

extremism which has rendered impossible any reconciliation between the two

ideas. In film as well as fiction there has been a widespread refusal to see

society in any but the most destructive and confining of terms -- the madhouse,

the poorhouse and the prison being perhaps the most striking examples 18 --
offering images not only ~ervasive but frequently persuasive. It is against

this background that the anti-heroic type has sought to d.efine himself, to

discover a way simply of saying "I am". In the words of Saul Bellow's Artur

Sammler, "Perhaps when people are so desperately impotent they play that
19instrument, the personality, louder and wilder.·t

To a very great extent the vision of diminished human expectation, th~

underlying sense of the absurdity of existence implicit in the anti-heroic

stance, is present in the work and characters of the Jewish-American

novelists of the period. Indeed it could hardly be otherwise given the

uniformity of culture and experience in post-war America. In the work of

both Jew and non-Jew it is possible to identify a 8imilar tendency toward

black comedy and the picaresque (with its und.ertones of sexual adventure and

'immorali ty' ) ; a growing recognition of the acceptability of socially deviant

behaviour. Above all, it is possible to observe 20 in the protagonists a

growing recognition of their own marginality, a tendency to accept the role

of the urban outcast, the hero as victim, a state of affair~ at least as

evident in the books of Saul Bellow, Bernard Mala.mud.,Edward Levis Vlallant

and Bruce Jay Friedman as in any of their non-Jewish contemporaries.
Furthermore, as Bernard Sherman has ob::oerved,much post-war fiction has tended
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toward the episodic structure of the bildungsroman thereby exhibiting an

ot:.tward,essentially structural, communality which conceals a considerable

d
- (> 21.lvergence o~ purpose. Nonetheless, such a diverg nce exists: beyond

an apparent proximity lies a very real lifference betveen Jewish and

non-Jewish fiction of the period. ~heTm n locates its essence by identifying

the differences between the adolescent novel and the Jewish eJucation novel 22

and I would suggest that the distinction can be carried over into an inspection

of the ifferences between the anti-hero and the schlemiel. The schlemiel
23is, as R.uthWisse has argued, more than just a variety of the anti-hero and

he is a character on whom a number of Jewish-American writers, incluu'.n?;

hlalamud and :3ellow, have drawn in formulating a response to the a'S. I hav

alreacly discussed this at some length in the chapters on the particular

authors but it is vvorth reiterating that in Yid ish folk 10Te the value of

the schlemiel lay in his ability to reconcile individual aspiration w i th soci a'l

imperatives, to absorb and transform the hardships experienced by the Je ish

communities of Eastern Europe. In this way, at least a century before the

fact, the schlemiel was able to offer an example of Dav i d Galloway's

formulation for the modern hero, In their refusal to see "mans plight •••

as some uniquely soured modern pottage [they] can express despair without

succumbing to it, and they can Question and deny the validity of traditional
24consolations without denying the traditions of the human spirit." Ultimately

the schlemiel offers an ethic of social and human involvement ana thus operates

on a level subtly yet profoundly different from the anti-hero who so frequently

displays a de~ire to avoid involvements. 25
Clearly, not all Jewish American writer:3 draw on the schlemiel in the

same way. It is, for instance, less explicitly present (though no less felt)

in Bellow's work than that of Singer, Wallant and Malamud and is in no way

a feature of Potok's writing -- his characters' overwhelming earnestness

offeT~ng no place for the schlemiel's more comic dimensions. Nonetheless the

moral burden which motivates the ch~racter is still present in Potok's work and

the significance of the schlemiel remains the way in which it has been able
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to embody ideals central to Judaism as a culture while avoiding matters of

relisious dogma. Thus it has become accessible to Je~ anrtnon-Jew, believer

and non-believer.

In this respect, then, the .Iewish contribution to American letters can

be seen as primarily humanistic, drawing on its own cultural heritage in

order to reinforce the importance of holding on to human values, to the

sense of purpose wh i ch characterizes the growth and )rocess of civilization.

This fact is recognized in the assertion that

Sihce Yiddish literature was largely a ghetto
literature, it coricentrated on demonstrating
values that men could live by and remain human
under the dehumanizing forces of pove~ty,
isolation and fear. One need only glance at
the fict i on of 1,1alamud,the poetry of Karl
Shapiro, the criticism of TrillinG or the dramas
of Arthur Miller to see how this tough, realistic
inspection of values has carried over. And to
the extent tha.tAmerican-Jewish wr i ting touches
the American imagination, it does so mainly in
this way, and especially at the points where
the New Eng land-Pur Itan strain abides. 26

This observation surely gestures to the reason for the emergence of so many

Jewish-American novelists in the post war years. It perceptively points up

not only the similarities between Jewish ideals and some of the more

conventional values of the American Dream -- essentially middle-class values

of thrift, hard work and personal improvement allied to an expectation

of moral exceptionalism in both Jews and Americans but also identifies the

very real importance of the Jewish cultural heritage to contemporary Jewish-

Americans. As Philip Hath remarked., in answer to a q_uestion about the

influence of the Yiddish language on his writing:

What reached down to me wasn't the Yiddish
language but the values and the cultural style
that had been associated with the Yiddish world
of the Jewish immigrants who'd come to America
around the turn of the century •••• It isn't
Yiddish that influenced the way I write, but
rather this turn of mind that influenced how
I came to see the Americans I eventually
began to write about, both the Jews and the
non-Jews. 27
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Central in the formulation of this cultural ~tyle has been the

experience of the Jew as marginal man, man unable to assert himself in the

wider society. It is fair to say that in comparison with that of American

and Western Eur opean society the .Iewi sh experience has been much harsher,

primarily because of the Jews' precarious struggle for survival against the

irrational forces of prejudice and persecution. It is a struggle dating

back to :;:>re-Christiantimes and one which has tau ~ht the ,Tews,in ;3aul:Bellow's

words, to live "on the brink of an abyss •••" 28 whereas, in America, "Since

the struggle for existence 'ceased to be a problem, one's existence in itself
29became the problem!'" Thus, no Jew could have asked, with regard to

Nazi Germany, Archibald.lliacLei sh 's cosily naive Question: "Against what

but the Western respect for the clignity of the individual was aimed the long

series of outrages aga;nst the Jews?" 30 because no Jew (in touch with his

heri,tage) could present "A merely aesthetic cri t i que of modern history!

After the wars and mass killings.,,3l Over two tousand years communal

experience of brutal reality would have prevented him from indulging in

such fancifulness.

This argument, regarding the Jews' powerful knowledge of life's

realities, is one that has been vodalized most persuasively and repeatedly

by Saul Bellow (for instance in ':I'oJe-rusalem and Back and Herzog) but it is

clearly a view to which Malamud and Patak would subscribe as both, in their

different ways, seek to express the centrality of the J'ewish experience to

the Western World. It is surely this belief that lies behind Malamud's

often-Quoted remark that "all men are Jews," that motivates Frank Alpine

to assume the mantle of Morris Bober and it is clearly what persuades Patak

that the Jews can offer "Miracles For A Broken Planet" or "a tzaddik for

the world." 32

What lies at the centre of this argument about Jewish special knowledge,

surely, is a belief in, and a concern for, our mutual and precious humanity

and what emerges most powerfully from this study is that this concern manifests

itself consistently in three particular respects. First, the protagonists in
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the fiction of Bell.ow, Malamud and Potok men like Moses Herzog, ~akov

Bok and Davi.dLurie all insist on the continuing existence an' validity

of humanity's moral dimenslon wi th a vehemence absent from t.hework of t.hei r
3'non-Jewish counterparts. J In each case this vehemence can be seen as part

of a Jewish legacy, its lessons learned in childhood and consisting of moral

beliefs which have frequently outlasted the religious framework in wh'ich

they were originally expressed. Assuredly, these beliefs are not exclusively

Jewish (indeed they would be irrelevant to the non-Jewish world 'ere this the

case) but they form part of the writers' Jewish experience, gaining

particular force from the cultural imperative which informs the collective

moral vision. 'I'hus , Bernard Malamud's experience may be held to be typical,

summarizing the experience of both authors and protagonists in respect of the

interrelationship between morali ty and humani ty. In an irrtervlew Malamud

described how "his parents were Yiddish-speakin Russian immigrants who had

a small grocery store in Br ock.lyn , ]i. alamud says he vas tbe ben ficiary 'not

of having happy parents, but of having good parents,' who instilled in him

the necessi ty of 'doing well by others'" 34 It is a remark whi.chfinds

echoes in :Bellow's reminiscences of his childhood in Eontreal and one which

seems equally applicable to the experience of, for example, oses Herzog,

Calvin Cohn or heuven Malter.'anifestly, good parents and the concept of

doing well by others are not th~ exclusive preserve of the Jews but, for

11a.larsudas for Bellow and Po t ok, these lessons derive their power from having

an explicitly Jewish content and context.35
Second (and clearly arising from the question of man's moral dimension),

the three Jewish writers place much greater emphasis on man's role within the

community and the individual's responsibilities to society than do their

non-Jewish contemporaries who, as I have demonstrated, have tended to depict

society as restrictive, imprisoning and antithetical to the needs of the individua.

Once again it is clearly the experience of their Jewish heritage that enables

Bellow, Malamud and Potok to take such an open view of the individual's

relationship with society, not only through the moral requirements to do
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"well by others;" but through the historical experiencs of a persecut.ed

people, forced to tUTn in upon itself in a search for the strength to survive

its trtale,

Finally, and perhaps most tellingly in an age beset y concern with

life's absurdi ty and the meaning of existence, this special knowl edge has

revealed itself in the way it has helped shape the characters'speculations

an'}conf'rontati ons wit.hdeath. For the non-Tews , death, as I have tri ed to

show, "is the cutting thread, the wire of loneliness •••" 36 which runs

t hrough and engulfs all life's stri vi.ngs s it is the single and singular

fact which invalidates the concept of morality and the ~ossibility of moral

behaviour. It is the truth which undeTrn1nes the care1.;.llyconstructed

defences of suburban plenty in the fictions of both Cheever and Updike; the

inevitability that renders absurd and foolish the hopes anJ. expectations of

their J"!"otagonistseven as they attempt to cocoon th mselves from
.. .t 37recognlzlng 1 • It is the fear of death which undoes Piet Hanema, dabbit

Angstrom, Gee-Gee in "The Scarlet Moving Van," the narrator in "The eath

Of'Justina," just as :5urely as it is what causes William Burrou hs to ra.ge

splenetically against the vulnerability of the body to disease and docay.

Manifestly this truth is nothing like as devastating 8.nLldebilitating

in the books of those Jewi:o>hwriter;::iI have considered. This is not to say

that death, for them, lacks significance. Indeed, it is achingly central to

the work of all three, a fact to be encountered and con::;ideredin almost every

book. Hal' is it easily conjured away: few books can have contempl te or

conveyed mortal dread more closely than doel:3Humboldt's Gift.

Characteristically, however, it is confronted and acknowledGed and that

acknowledgement is central to the subseQuent decision in favour of man'? moral

significance: meaning is created in spite of absurdity.

In Camus' Le Peste .Iean Tarrou tells ur , Rieux that he is interested

in "learning how to become a saint, " if indeed "one can be a saint without

God." Rieux replies that he cares more about "being a man" to which 'Parrou
responds "Yes, we're both after the same thing but I'm less a:nbitious." 38
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It is dO\mprecisely the sarneexistential road.that Bellow, Malamud and

Potok travel in attempting to locate ult i mate moral vs.lues in huinarri ty and

perhaps they succeet to the extent they do because Judaism, unlike

Christianity, makes no special appeal to life afte~ d.ath, has always located

moral virtue entirely within the realm of the livin~. The conse ~ences of

this Jifference aTe difficult to dete~oine precisely but there is,

unioubteJly, a greater willinbness on the part of the three Jewish- merican

writers I have discussed to challenge the belief that Death disables a moral,

rational interpretation of the human condition. ~oreover t' C'1' Llenge is

repeatedly issued by recours~ to the wealth of culturrl and relic ious wis om

on wlri ch their charact ers are able to draw.

A comparison of two passaees, one by Updike, the other by Potok will

serve to illustrate the paint, although 3: nri ttedly in a somewhat extreme

form. Both deal with a boy's fiTst speculation on death. In the first,

from John Upd i ke 's story "Pigeon :B'eathers,'I Dav id Kern is conf'rorrted by

H.G. Wells' refutation of Christianity in The Outline of History ami is

unable to f ind adequat e api ri tual suat eriance to combat Well's intellectual

and logical onslaught. Unable to receive a sign from God the boy tUTns to

his parents and the Vicar in search of comfort and support, only to find them

'fudging the issue' and incapable of offering him spir.itual guidance or

comfor.t. The Reveran~ Dobson tells him:

"David, you might think of Heaven this
way: as the way the goodness Abraham
Lincoln did lives after'him."
"But is Lincoln conscious of it living
on?" He bIushed no longer with
embarrassment but in anger; he had
walked here in good :aith 'nd was
being made a fool.
"Is he conscious now? I would have
to say no; but I don't think it matte"'s."
His voice had a coward's firmness; he was
hostile now. 39

This inadequacy of SUGh answers serve to undermine the boy's belief in

moral significance and encourage a feeling of futility that reverberates

throughout Updike's wri ting anu, indeed, throughout much of contemporary
American fiction.
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In the second piece, from Chaim patak's The Chosen, David Malter, by

drawing upon Judaism, is convincingly able to argue in favour of living a

good (i.e. humane and socially responsible) life without recourse to the

promise of eternal life.

'Human beines do not live forever,
={euven. We live Less than t le t Lrne it
takes to blink an eye, if we mea:sure
our lives against eternity. So it
may be asked.wha t value there is to a
human life. There is so much pain in
the world.. What does it mean to have
to suffer so much if our lives are
nothing more than the blink of an eye •.•'?
I learned a long time ago, Jeuven that
a blink of an eye in itself is nothing.
ut the eye that blinks, that is some-

thing. A span of life is nothing. But
the man who lives that span, he is
something. He can fill that tiny span
with meaning, so its uality is
immeasurable though its quantity may
be insignificant.... A man mus t fill
his life with meaning, mea:ling is not
automatically given to life. It is
hard work to fill one's life with
meaning •••• A life filled with meaning
is worthy of rest. 40

This is a pattern which can be seen repeatin, itself, albei t less

spectacularly, throughout the work of all the writers in question. Out of

this one difference in attitude grow all the other difference. For Updike's

character death renders life valueless anciunworthy of moral regar ",hareas

for patak's it makes life supremely worthy of that same regard. This may not

lessen the pain of death but it certainly acts to reinforce the value of

life and tne meaning of humanity, making life on earth what Italamud has

called "a tragedy full of joy," 41 rather than the "annex of hell" 42

described by William Burroughs.

Ultimately, it is through reference to their cultural heritage that

these Jewish-American writers hve become central figures in cor:.temporary

literature, shoring up ideals about the significance of the individual in

mass society at a time when humanity in general has seemed ready to give

way before the agonies of explaining its own signifi cance , Aecustome\l to
marginality, familiar with the difficulties of spiritual, moral and even
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phys i ca l surv i val the .Iews have been better pr epar ed to offer the "survival

ki t s " descr i bed by Alfre::l. Kazin , 43 have been better able to become tzacldiks,

leaders, in a confused and lost soc i ety.

I began tbis conclusion by Quoting Carl Degler. If, in any sen'8,

what he says is true and American optimism persists, then in the realm of

Li terature it is most manifest in the work of J'ewish-Ame'ri.can authors like

Saul Bellow, Ber nard Iv:alamud and Chaim Patak, writers who, r ef'us i ng the

nihilism and despair of the age, have succeeded in e~unciating a mess~~e

of hope concerning man's capacity for good and the survival of his moral

dimension.
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