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The Bulgarian Poetess: John and Blaga
WARD BRIGGS and BILJANA DOJČINOVIĆ

Fifty years ago, in 1964, 32-year-old John Updike toured the Eastern Bloc nations 
under a cultural exchange agreement between the United States and the USSR.1 He 
visited the Soviet Union, Rumania, Bulgaria, and Czechoslovakia from October 22 
to December 6. His four-day sojourn in Sofia gave him the inspiration for “The 
Bulgarian Poetess,” the first of his Henry Bech stories. Composed in December 
1964, it was published in the New Yorker only four months after the events that 
inspired it.2 It won the O. Henry Award’s first prize as the best short story of 1965, 
and, to judge by the number of times Updike reprinted what he called “my light-
hearted little story” in his collections, it was one of his favorites.3
	 So promptly did Updike portray selected persons and events from his time 
in Sofia that the story might seem to be straight reportage, and in fact we here 
identify virtually every actual person, place, and event that Updike described. 
However, his descriptions all serve the artistic purpose of portraying the emotional 
dynamic between two people who are dedicated to their art above all else in life.
	 The use of fact in fiction is most striking at the end of the story. Updike knew 
that when the story appeared in the New Yorker, the inscription with which it ends 
would be followed by his byline, which the magazine at that time still placed at the 
bottom of the page:4

Dear Vera Glavanakova—
	 It is a matter of earnest regret for me  
that you and I must live on opposite 
sides of the world.

—John Updike
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By “signing” the inscription with his own name and not that of the story’s pro-
tagonist, Henry Bech, Updike appeared to have broken the fictive wall to declare 
that he was describing his own infatuation, an unrequited attraction that was as 
powerful as it was brief. Although our account of the facts of her life (and one 
other life) shows that Updike’s depiction of the poetess is somewhat at odds with 
the real-life model, this in no way detracts from the artistic triumph of the story, 
which, we contend, is essentially a love letter written by Updike and delivered by 
the New Yorker.
	 Updike, 4-F in the eyes of the Selective Service, undertook this trip behind 
the Iron Curtain as “a small patriotic service, a wearing abroad, at last, of my coun-
try’s colors” (Self-Consciousness 137). Though he and his fellow participant, John 
Cheever, were warned about their security by the State Department—Cheever 
recalled, “I was told that my liberty would be in danger, that my possessions would 
be rifled, my conversations bugged, and my walks shadowed”—Updike was warmly 
received by the Russians with news that a translation of The Centaur (1963) was 
in the works, reports of which had already made him “a darling of Russian youth” 
(Bailey 341, 349).5 Pravda had recently published an abridged translation of “The 
Lucid Eye in Silver Town”—“perhaps,” Updike later guessed, “because it takes an 
unfavorable view of a rich capitalist” (More Matter 767).6 Updike’s wife, Mary, 
was with him for the first two weeks of the trip, and the three Americans visited 
Leningrad, spoke directly into what they presumed were “bugs” in their hotel 
rooms (Bailey 349), and played touch football in the Kremlin between official 
engagements (Self 138). Updike displayed his renowned charm and eagerness to 
please with considerable success at public readings and lectures. In turn, he found 
himself drawn to “the warm-hearted, boisterous, mischievous, many-layered Rus-
sians” (Self 138–39). He even granted the leading literary journal a rare interview.7 
Cheever left for Berlin and Rome on October 31; Mary returned home to Ipswich, 
Massachusetts, four days later. Bech’s Russian journal, included as an appendix 
to Bech: A Book (1970),8 corresponds in many details to Updike’s itinerary. Thus, 
we may assume that Updike likely visited Tbilisi, Georgia, and Yerevan, Armenia 
(November 1–7), then returned to Moscow, finally leaving the engaging and 
appreciative Muscovites for Bucharest (November 22–26), Sofia (November 26–
December 1), and Prague (December 2–6),9 where he was virtually unknown to 
all but the most avant-garde writers.10 The Bulgarian author Milcho Radev wrote: 
“[E]veryone I would ask about him would shrug and answer that they had not 
heard the name” (Radev 1).
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	 The jovial mood for Bech evaporated in Rumania, where “for four days” he 
“had been afraid” (BB 48). When he landed in Bulgaria at “Sofia’s dark, primitive 
airport” (Tuch 2008, 91), he sensed that he had arrived at a place Updike elsewhere 
referred to as “almost the dark side of the moon” (More 768). Bech learns from a 
cultural officer who escorts him to the legation that the night before “a mixture of 
Bulgarian and African students had smashed the windows of the American lega-
tion and ignited an overturned Chevrolet” (BB 50). As reported by the New York 
Times and the Sofia newspaper during Updike’s visit, a throng of four hundred, led 
by African students but including Bulgarians and Chinese Communists, formed 
one of several protests in European communist capitals over the western airdrop 
to rescue hostages held in Stanleyville, Republic of Congo.11 Such protests, sanc-
tioned by Bulgarian president Todor Zhivkov as demonstrations of his loyalty to 
Moscow, were routine and presented little danger to the diplomats, but that did not 
allay Updike’s apprehension.12 The Bulgarian militia held the mob back at first, but 
then let protesters break the windows on the first and second floors of the building 
as well as the windows of a station wagon with American license plates in front of 
the building (it was not reported to have been “overturned” or “ignited”).

The building that housed the American legation in 1964.  
Photo taken in June 2013, by Biljana Dojčinović. Courtesy of Biljana Dojčinović.
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	 Bech and the officer eventually arrive at the legation at 1 Aleksandur Stambo-
liski Boulevard (now Saborna Street, the building currently houses the Bulgarian 
Ministry of Investment and Planning). Diplomat Hugh Kenneth Hill described 
the building in a memoir: “At street level there was a library with large exhibit 
windows which the embassy considered a cultural center open to the Bulgarian  
public,” a showcase for American books and artworks (Hill 16). From the windowsill 
of the wrecked display of his country’s cultural icons, Bech rescues a collection of 
stories by Hawthorne, a writer Updike had only recently begun to read and who 
would loom large in his later work.13
	 The cultural officer escorts Bech to his hotel, advising him to “stay out of 
crowds” (BB 50). Guests of the legation were regularly put up at the Hotel Balkan 
(now the five-star Sheraton Sofia Hotel Balkan) at 5 Lenin Square (now Sveta  
Nedelia Square), two blocks from the legation. Diplomats from Africa were regular 
guests at the hotel. In Bech’s eyes, they are multicultural hybrids: he describes them 
as “Negroes in black wool fezzes and pointed European shoes” (BB 50).
	 Bech’s feelings of alienation continue all the way up to his room. He can speak 
to the elevator operator only in German and order room service only in French. 
The hotel’s “silent walls presumably contained listening microphones” of the sort 
that Updike and Cheever had flouted. As crumbs of window glass fall out from 
between the pages of his purloined Hawthorne book to remind him of the hatred 
of America shared by those around him, he reads “Roger Malvin’s Burial,” which 
“frighten[s] him” further as he falls asleep (BB 51).14
	 The next morning, November 27, Bech’s mood reverses. After breakfast, he takes 
a short unaccompanied walk past “[l]ozenge-patterns of pansies, looking flat and 
brittle as pressed flowers” in round planters that are still on the sidewalk of nearby 
Kniaz Aleksandur I Street. He passes the American legation and the City Garden 
(Gradska gradina), where Bulgarian women demonstrate “a touch of Western chic” 
by not wearing hats (BB 51). At the north end of the park on Prince Alexander of 
Battenberg Square, he spies the now demolished mausoleum of Georgi Dimitrov 
(1882–1949), the first Communist leader of Bulgaria. Continuing past the only 
functioning mosque in Sofia, the Bania Bashi Mosque, he enters Independence 
Square (Ploshtad Nezavisimost), bordered on three sides by government build-
ings and on the eastern side by Updike’s hotel, the Hotel Balkan. There he sees 
a cluster of streetcars, common then and now in the square, “salvaged from the 
remotest corner of Bech’s childhood” (BB 51). Updike here blurs the distinction 
between himself and his character: We do not know what trolley cars the New 
Yorker Bech might remember, but the antiquated trolley cars of Sofia in the 1960s 
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were of the one-arm variety like those on which Updike rode as a boy, between 
Reading, Pennsylvania, and his home on the Shillington-Mohnton route of the 
Reading Street Railway Co.15
	 Heading back toward the City Garden, Bech comes upon a “tree that talked—
that is, it was so full of birds that it swayed under their weight and emitted volumes 
of chirping sound like a great leafy loudspeaker” (BB 51), a deft contrast with the 
listening bugs in his gloomy hotel. His walk of perhaps twenty minutes ends when 
he arrives at the American legation, where Bulgarian workers are guarding the 
broken windows, following the common practice described by diplomat Hans 
Tuch, who took charge of the legation the next year (Tuch 1998, 45). Bech’s “sunny” 
and “amiable” walk (BB 51) thus concludes with a reminder of the previous day’s 
violence.
	 Visitors of Updike’s status were regularly given an official reception at the Bul-
garian Writers’ Union and an informal cocktail party hosted by a member of the 
American staff. When Bech arrives at the legation, the cultural officer gives him a 
list of the “more progressive” Bulgarian writers (BB 52), likely comprising younger 
members of the Union, such as Liubomir Levchev (b. 1935), Iordan Radichkov 
(1929–2004), and Blaga Dimitrova (1922–2003), who would not be included 
among the old-guard officials invited to the reception at the Union.16 Those invited 
to both the Union reception and the cocktail party had to be acceptable to the 
Ministry of Culture (i.e., the Communist Party), and the invitations for both had 
to be issued by the Writers’ Union.17 
	 The first third of the story describes the tedium of Bech’s repetitive engage-
ments in the Soviet bloc—“they were always so solemnly sending him on ridicu-
lous errands” (BB 53) —against which Updike will set the sudden appearance 
of the golden poetess. So boring (the reception) or ludicrous (the ballet) are the 
events that they border on the comic. So colorless and one-dimensional are the 
officials, both Bulgarian and American, that Updike needs merely a single, but 
telling, physical detail to reveal all we need to know about them. The portrait of 
the pipe-smoking American cultural officer adds to this effect, but it was based on 
a serious misreading of the actual diplomat.
	 When Bech arrives in Sofia, the cultural officer is “pale from a sleepless night 
of guard duty, tamping his pipe with trembling fingers” (BB 50), a description in-
tended to heighten Bech’s apprehension. The officer’s pipe is a kind of comedian’s 
prop he uses to mask his ineptitude by “sucking and tamping in a fury of bogus 
efficiency” (BB 52). When he tells Bech, “I can just about make my way through a 
[Bulgarian] newspaper,” Bech is “irritated” at yet another cultural officer who does 



6  T h e  J o h n  Up d i k e  R e v i e w

not even know the language, much less the culture of the country he is serving in: 
“they garishly refused to blend into this shadow-world.” When Bech follows up 
with a joke about the predictability of newspapers (“But you always know what a 
newspaper will say anyway”), the officer replies, “I’m sorry, I don’t get your mean-
ing,” adding the appearance of obtuseness to ignorance (BB 53).
	 The “cultural officer” was the 48-year-old career diplomat Timothy Adams 
Pfeiffer (1916–1999), whose specialty was press relations but who also, with the 
help of his wife, Sophie Douglass Wells (b. 1918), maintained the cultural affairs of 
the legation. Updike could not have read him more incorrectly. A 1937 Princeton 
graduate, Pfeiffer was the first member of the American military sent to Yugosla-
via in World War II, where he accompanied the Fourth Partisan Army, gathering 
intelligence and rescuing downed American pilots. He became a personal friend 
of Marshal Tito and was considered a war hero by the Yugoslavs. His language 
skills were considerable: a postwar stint in Istanbul added fluency in Turkish to his 
knowledge of Serbian.18 He was indeed the incessant pipe-smoker Updike depicts, 
but if he was “pale” and “trembling” when he picked up his guest at the airport, it 
was probably more from looking after the broken windows of the cultural display 
(his bailiwick) all through a winter’s night than from fear of a subsequent attack. 
Pfeiffer had just been posted to the Sofia office on August 3,19 and knowing Serbian 
does not guarantee that one can immediately read a Bulgarian newspaper. Though 
the encounters with the cultural officer in the story are brief, Updike probably had 
considerable contact with Pfeiffer, who would have been his official escort during 
his five days in Sofia, with ample opportunity to learn his background, much like 
the cultural attaché Bud Nevins in Updike’s 1997 story “Licks of Love in the Heart 
of the Cold War” (Licks of Love 101–20).
	 Pfeiffer’s colleagues were angered at Updike’s depiction of him as inept. Hans 
Tuch says: “Tim put himself out for Updike, and from my brief contact with Updike 
I did not surmise dissatisfaction on Updike’s part.” He calls the story “a completely 
unfair and uncalled-for critique of Tim’s intelligence and performance,” and con-
tinues: “You will understand that it devastated Tim. And I have never forgiven 
Updike for his literary treatment of Tim Pfeiffer.” Tuch suggests that since Pfeiffer 
came from the press rather than the cultural section, he may have had few shared 
interests with Updike.20 But however imprecise the depiction of Pfeiffer as incom-
petent is, the overall portrait is designed to serve the artistic needs of the story, 
not to accurately depict reality.
	 Bech walks alone the three-and-a-half blocks south from the American legation 
to the Union of Bulgarian Writers at 5 Angel Kunchev Street and presents the list to 



wa r d  b r i g g s  a n d  bi l ja na  d o j či n ov i ć   7

the secretary, “a large stooped man with the hands of a stonemason.” The secretary 
was Nikolai Kostov Iankov (1925–1982), who “obligingly” telephones those on the 
list who have not been invited to the meeting, which is about to begin (BB 53). 
Iankov would have also handled the invitations to Pfeiffer’s cocktail party two days 
hence, with which the story concludes.21
	 The Union meeting room is characteristic of those Updike encountered on his 
trip: the light recalls Vermeer, the polished surfaces maintain the story’s mirror 
imagery, and the stolid elders of the Union, sitting with their brandy and mineral  
water under a portrait of Lenin, make a piece with the tiresome eminences Bech has  
previously encountered. These “six or eight patiently sitting men who would leap 
to their feet with quick blank smiles” (BB 53) are there because of their seniority, 
not because they have any interest in or knowledge of Bech. Most are at least a 
decade older than Bech and thus nearly a generation older than Updike.22 For the 
novelist Malcolm Bradbury, “The emissaries from the Writers’ Union, speaking 
their patter of progressivism and socialist realism round official tables, were real 
enough” (xvi). To cope with the patter, Bech is supplied with “a young interpreter 

The office of the president of the Bulgarian Writers’ Union, at Angel Kunchev 5, Sofia,  
in Spring 1964 during the first meeting conducted by the newly elected president  

Dimitur Dimov (left, at the desk). The moustached man is Georgi Dimitrov Goshkin.
Photograph by Todor Slavchev. Courtesy of Iana Uzunova (Photo-archive Todor Slavchev).
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with a moist handshake” (BB 54), who also accompanies him to the ballet (BB 
64) and perhaps to the monastery.23
	 The harshest description is reserved for the “maverick translator” who tries 
“to intrude grotesquely upon the inner ring” (BB 54, 57). “The whites of his eyes 
were distinctly red,” and when he shakes Bech’s hand, Bech detects “the smells of 
tobacco, garlic, cheese, and alcohol” (BB 54). He interrupts the others to shower 
Bech with praise—“It is a personal honor for me to meet the man who, in Travel 
Light, truly added a new dimension to American prose” (BB 56)—and pepper him 
with ridiculous questions that seek to label or categorize him: “You are not a wet 
writer, no. You are a dry writer, yes?” Finally, in “the agonized cry of a condemned 
man,” he declares, “I want to translate you!” (BB 55).
	 The “red-eyed fool smelling of cheese” (BB 56) is certainly modeled on Krustan 
Diankov (1933–1999), the gifted translator of works by Steinbeck, Caldwell, 
Cheever, and Faulkner; in 1964 he was working for the national news agency, the 
Bulgarian Telegraph Agency. In a 1963 review of The Centaur Diankov called Up-
dike’s prose “multi-dimensional,” reflecting the general critical opinion of Soviet 
critics who praised The Centaur as “a new dimension in American prose.”24 Three 
years later Diankov published his translation (with preface) of The Centaur, and 
later contributed a preface to Belin Tonchev’s translation of Marry Me.25

Krustan Diankov. Photo by Anthony Georgieff. Courtesy of Anthony Georgieff.
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	 In the New Yorker and Music School versions of the story, Bech’s interpreter 
whispers that the translator had translated Samuel Butler’s socialist fantasy Erewhon 
(1872) into Bulgarian. The book’s utopian subject is suited to a communist state; its 
backwards title is yet another reflection of Updike’s use of mirror imagery to repre-
sent “the other half of the world, the hostile, mysterious half ” (BB 50).26 In Bech: A 
Book, The Early Stories 1953–1975, and The Complete Henry Bech, the translated book 
becomes Alice in Wonderland (1865), another fantasy, whose companion volume, 
Through the Looking-Glass (1871), specifically evokes mirror imagery rather than 
political theory. Indeed, “Through the Looking-Glass” was Updike’s provisional 
title for this story (More 768). Again, Updike altered reality to suit the needs of the 
story: there was no translation of Erewhon into Bulgarian at the time of his visit, 
and the only Bulgarian translation of Alice had been published in 1933, though it 
was about to be reprinted.27
	 The “chairman” presiding over Bech’s reception at the Writers’ Union is de-
scribed by Updike as “elegantly bald, with very pale eyelashes” (BB 54). Nor-
mally the president of the Union would officiate at such gatherings, but Updike’s 
description does not fit the president elected in 1964, the dramatist, novelist, and 
veterinary surgeon Dimitur Todor Dimov (1909–1966),28 best known for being 
forced by the Communist authorities to rewrite his 1951 novel Tiutiun (Tobacco) 
to fall more in line with Marxist ideology. Of the vice presidents of the Union at 
the time, only Ivan Ruzh, pseudonym of Hrisim Kurstev Koedzhikov (1909–2004), 
editor-in-chief for the government’s script commission, had the requisite lack of 
hair. For his toast, the chairman “coldly lifted his glass to the height of his eyes, and 
like a firing squad the others followed suit” (BB 55). The chairman apologizes for 
the brevity of his toast compared with the loquacity Bech must have encountered 
in Moscow (a joke that Bech misses, just as the cultural officer had missed Bech’s 
joke about newspapers). He calls Bech both “progressive,” which may simply mean 
“younger,” which he is, and “sympathetic,” which he certainly is not. Typically, but 
repugnantly to Bech, the chairman hopes that Bech will discuss what is “socially 
useful” about American literature, i.e., how art can serve a political purpose (BB 55).
	 After the toast, a university professor, “the head of the Anglo-American Lit-
erature Department” with “hair like a flaxen toupee,” asks Bech if “the stock of 
Sinclair Lewis has plummeted under the Salinger wave” (BB 54, 57). Throughout 
the 1950s the novels of Lewis, a critic of American capitalism and materialism, were 
indeed being eclipsed by the personal narratives of writers like J.D. Salinger, but the 
professor’s question is so unconsciously comically phrased that Updike does not 
need to record Bech’s reply—the question itself is the punch line.29 The professor 
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resembles Marko Konstantinov Minkov (1909–1987), chair of the Department 
of English Philology at the University of Sofia and a Shakespearean scholar, best 
known for his multi-volume English Historical Grammar (1955).
	 The situation deteriorates further when “a slumping, mustached man” be-
trays the members’ general ignorance of their guest by asking Bech what he has 
written since Travel Light.30 The character is based on Georgi Dimitrov Goshkin 
(1912–1972), the editor of the organ of the Writers’ Union, Literaturen front, from 
1964 to 1966.31 Bech responds that he has since written the novel Brother Pig , but 
when he mentions his collection of “essays and sketches,” When the Saints, the 
mustached man says, “I like the title less well” (BB 56).
	 At this tactless remark, “a smaller man, with the tense, dented mouth of a hare” 
(BB 57) shows himself familiar enough with the American spiritual “When the 
Saints Go Marching In” to sing a line of it. This “novelist turned playwright and 
scenarist” (BB 61) is called Petrov, and is certainly modeled after the poet, physi-
cian, and novelist Milcho Iankov Radev (1925–1995).32 The entire situation, and 
Bech’s dissatisfaction with it and himself, are embodied in “a small brown spot on 
a pear in the bowl so shiningly posed before his eyes” on the polished table (BB 
56), representing in the words of one critic the “nagging imperfection and promise 
of inevitable decay” (Luscher 72).
	 The cultural officer’s pipe, the secretary’s strong hands, the interpreter’s moist 
hands, the translator’s red eyes, the chairman’s baldness, the professor’s hair, the 
slumping questioner’s mustache, and Petrov’s hare-like mouth made all of these 
figures instantly recognizable to the Bulgarian literati when the story was published. 
They lend the story a certain verisimilitude, for Updike, as he did with other stories, 
was “counting on the sense of authenticity those details convey” (Begley 219). 
The story’s Bulgarian translator has said that Updike described the meeting at the 
Writers’ Union “quite accurately,” and when the story first appeared, the model for 
the poetess wrote the Updikes: “I wish you were here to see how it is received by 
each one of your characters (me not excluded).”33 But the isolated physical details 
also have the effect of reducing these characters to one-dimensional background 
figures against which Updike sets the appearance of the title character.
	 In what is surely one of Updike’s most memorable scenes, a shaft of light break-
ing through a window precedes the sudden opening of the door as the only writer 
who responded to the secretary’s phone calls, a poetess, Vera Glavanakova, sweeps 
into the room.34 A member of the Union reported that “Updike precisely recorded 
how the first floor door opened and how a beautiful woman appeared” (Levchev 
26). Bathed in the morning light like one of Updike’s cherished Vermeer women,35 
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she seems as transformative as sunlight itself. The pear in Bech’s hands has now 
become “precisely divided” as if in a still life (BB 59), one half reflecting the other as 
if in a mirror, but also recalling the split apple that represents Aristophanes’ view of 
love as expressed in Plato’s Symposium. There, Zeus, fearing that mankind will over-
throw heaven, proceeds to “cut them all in half just as you or I might chop up sorb 
apples for pickling, . . . [leaving] each half with a desperate yearning for the other, 
and they ran together and flung their arms around each other’s necks, and asked 
for nothing better than to be rolled into one” (Symposium 190d–191b, 543–44).
	 Bech is first enraptured by her looks. She has “the rosy air of a woman fresh 
from a bath, a little breathless, having hurried, hatless, a woman in a blond coat, her 
hair also blond” (BB 58).36 The image derives from a passage Updike had read at 
Harvard in Virgil’s Aeneid 1.402–405, in which Venus, having deceived her son into 
thinking she is a Carthaginian maiden, turns her back on him, and by showing her 
“rosy neck”37 and “ambrosial hair,” which “gave off a divine scent from her head,”38 
reveals herself to be a vera dea or “true goddess.” Virgil’s word for “true,” vera, is 
also the name of Al Hummel’s wife, who stands for Aphrodite in The Centaur. In 
that novel, Updike employed this same Aeneid passage in the Latin class scene, 
in which the teacher interprets the words that Peter Caldwell is having difficulty 
with: “She was in gait a true goddess . . . there is a style to divinity. These lines brim 
with a sense of that radiance breaking in on that unknowing Aeneas” (Centaur 
185). Notice that the words Updike stresses, “style” and “radiance,” as well as the 
theme of the lover caught off guard, are all important in “The Bulgarian Poetess.” 
Associations with Venus start when the secretary escorts Glavanakova into the 
meeting: he “seemed to make a cherishing space around her with his large curved 
hands” (BB 58), reminiscent of the cherishing hands of the figure about to clothe 
Venus’s nakedness in Botticelli’s painting The Birth of Venus (1486). For the Greeks, 
Aphrodite was at the center of all existence. Their poet Mimnermus said, “What 
life would there be, what joy, without golden Aphrodite?” (Allen, frag. 1). For Bech, 
the golden apparition quickly becomes his “central woman” (BB 59). Blond coat, 
blond suit, blond hair (Updike had a particular affection for sunny blonds like 
Doris Day),39 Glavanakova is viewed by Bech exclusively through externals “as if 
her clothes were an aspect of a total consistency” (BB 58). In fact, as with Timothy 
Pfeiffer, the reality was the opposite.
	 The model for “Vera Something-ova,” as Bech calls her, is the then 42-year-old 
Blaga Nikolova Dimitrova (1922–2003),40 identified as Updike’s Bulgarian poet-
ess at least as early as 1972.41 Contemporary photographs attest to the accuracy of 
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Updike’s description of “her broad face, her good legs, her Parisian clothes, and 
her sleekly brushed hair” (BB 63). She had recently dyed her hair blond and she 
owned a camel hair coat. A friend of hers, however, in complimenting Updike’s 
eye for detail, reveals that she was a creature of contradictions:

Updike offers a recognizable image, revealing so many of her characteristics: the fine 
poise, the mixture of spontaneity and sophistication, of openness and quick withdrawal, 
of confidence and vulnerability, of trust in the outer world and a constant concern for 
the preservation of her inner territories; and, above all, the awareness of the protean 
nature of words and the urge to play with them in a lighthearted and yet serious way. 
(Shurbanov 18)

	 Dimitrova’s mother was a teacher, her father a lawyer. She published her first  
poems in 1938 at the age of sixteen before graduating from the Classical High 
School in Sofia in 1941 and matriculating at the St. Kliment Okhridski, the Uni-
versity of Sofia. In 1946 she left for Moscow, and in 1951 she received a Ph.D. from 
the Maxim Gorky Institute for Literature in Moscow.42 She worked as an editor of 
the journal Septemvri from 1950 to 1955, interrupted by a stint working construc-
tion in the Rhodope Mountains to earn tuition. This experience produced her 
collection Pesni za Rodopite (Songs from the Rhodope Mountains, 1954) and the 
novel Putuvane kum sebe si ( Journey to oneself, 1965), both of which evidenced a 
certain civic concern and rhetorical ability.
	 The turning point in her career was the April 1956 Plenum, or full meeting 
of the Central Committee of the Bulgarian Communist Party, during which the 
Party, in addition to announcing the usual political purges and freeing of political 
prisoners, proclaimed that it would allow artists and historians greater freedom of 
expression and inquiry (Chary 139). One result of this shift was that Dimitrova’s 
next book of poems, Do utre (Until tomorrow, 1959), was far more personal and 
sold very well: two thousand copies were sold within six months and a second edi-
tion appeared in early 1960.43 No wonder that in Updike’s story, the cultural officer 
says of Glavanakova’s works: “Very popular, apparently. Her books are impossible 
to buy” (BB 52). 
	 However beloved Dimitrova may have been by the Bulgarian reading public, 
she was suspect to the Party and her fellow Union members because of her Russian 
graduate education, her concentration on the personal rather than the collective, 
and her eschewal of approved political topics. Shortly before Updike’s arrival, her 
1964 volume Ekspeditsia kum idnia den (Expedition for the next day) had been 
criticized by reviewers as “too aesthetic” and “too personal,” meaning not, in the 



Blaga Dimitrova, 1964. Photograph taken in the Bulgarian Writers’ Union, Sofia, by  
Todor Slavchev. Courtesy of Iana Uzunova (Photo-archive Todor Slavchev).



14  T h e  J o h n  Up d i k e  R e v i e w

words of the Union chairman, “socially useful.”44 In the story, Petrov reflects this 
critical reception with a sexist judgment of Glavanakova’s poems: “They are very 
feminine. Perhaps shallow” (BB 62).
	 By 1962 Dimitrova was working as an editor for the publishing house Bulgarski 
pisatel (The Bulgarian Writer), which published her poetry. After that, she be-
came poetry editor for the publishing house Narodna kultura (National Culture), 
which specialized in translations, including Diankov and Tonchev’s translations 
of Updike. Some of the poems in Dimitrova’s 1962 collection Svetut v shepa (The 
world in one’s hand) describe her travels in the west, particularly to Rome and 
Paris, where she, like Glavanakova in the story, may have met the doyenne of the 
nouveau roman, the Russian-born Nathalie Sarraute (1900–1999).45
	 Apart from her physical charms, Bech is drawn to Glavanakova by her single-
minded devotion to literature to the exclusion of politics, marriage, and family. As 
Petrov says of Glavanakova: “I worry about her. . . . she is too much for poetry to 
have married” (BB 62). In “Deserts,” a poem from this period, Dimitrova laments 
that her life has passed without a great love:46

I was born for love—
To give and to receive it.
Yet my life has passed
Almost without loving.
So I’ve learned forgiving:
Even the deserts
I have crossed
I feel no scorn for.
I just ask them
With astonished eyes:
What gardens were you born for?

	 Glavanakova is the only author who shows up at the Union to meet Bech, as 
none of the others had answered the telephone when the secretary called (BB 58). 
We are not told why she accepts the invitation, but we can readily understand why 
Dimitrova came to see Updike. She was stalled in writing her first novel, Journey to 
Oneself,47 an antiroman with no coherent plot structure and no consistent point 
of view. Nine days before meeting Updike, she read chapters of the novel aloud 
to her friend Peter Dinekov, who wrote in his diary: “She had doubts. Before 
she started to read (she was depressed at the time) she told me: ‘I see that I can 
not . . . Nothing comes forth . . . I’m probably wrong to try to be creative.’” But on 
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November 26, the day of Updike’s arrival, she was “in a special mood—lively with 
more confidence.”48 Glavanakova tells Bech that she had heard of him in France, 
possibly from Sarraute (BB 58, 66). While Bech hopes he might be rescued by 
Glavanakova, it is clear that Dimitrova hoped Updike could provide some measure 
of rescue from her struggles with her antiroman.
	 In describing the next day’s sojourn, Updike does not mention his tour of the 
picturesque Monastery of St. Ivan of Rila by name, only that “[t]he last monks had 
been moved out in 1961” (BB 62).49 Instead he makes a small, out-of-the-way chapel 
into a metaphor of the next world here on “the opposite side of the world.” It is the 
Church of the Saint, Apostle, and Evangelist Luke, about three kilometers from 
the monastery, and to this day it still looks “like a hovel.”50 A “peasant woman with 
wildly snarled hair,” like the sibyl in Virgil’s underworld, allows Bech and Petrov 
into the church, which “could hardly ever have held more than thirty worshippers” 
(BB 61). The walls and vaults of the actual church depict thirty-five scenes and 
dozens of figures (Stamov 4); in the story, “every inch of wall was covered with 
eighteenth-century frescoes” depicting aspects of the afterlife, including in the 
narthex “a Hell where the devils wielded scimitars” (BB 61). None of the devils 
depicted in the actual chapel wield scimitars; Updike may have been thinking of 
devils he saw earlier in the day painted on the walls of the Rila Monastery. Behind 
the (now missing) iconostasis, the screen decorated with icons that separates the 
parishioners from the altar, Bech finds a personal heaven: “He glimpsed a row 
of books, an easy chair, a pair of ancient oval spectacles” (BB 61).51 As Bech is 
blocked from writing, so he is blocked by the iconostasis from a writer’s paradise, 
with books, a chair to read them in, and glasses to read them with.52 He has unob-
structed access to Hell in the chapel, but he is barred from Paradise by a screen.
	 In the now familiar pattern, Bech’s mood brightens when he escapes gloomy 
confinement (the hotel, the Writers’ Union) for sunshine (a walk around Sofia, 
the entrance of Glavanakova). In this case, he leaves the chapel’s oppressive de-
piction of the next world, with its “unpleasantly tight atmosphere of a children’s 
book,” to emerge into a beautiful natural scene: “Above them was a stand of pines 
whose trunks were shelled with ice. . . . An aimless soft rain was falling in these 
mountains . . . Across the valley, whose little silver river still turned a water wheel, 
a motionless white horse stood silhouetted against a green meadow, pinned there 
like a brooch” (BB 61–62). After their experience in the chapel, the characters are 
transformed: Petrov, who had borne the “vaguely contemptuous mouth of a hare” 
at the start of the excursion, now possesses “a clever and kindred mind.” The peas-
ant woman with the “wildly snarled hair” reappears with her playful son, and is 
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now notable for the “unself-conscious way her hair thrust out from her head.” All 
of this natural charm and beauty brings Glavanakova to Bech’s mind: “Something 
in the scene . . . evoked for Bech a nameless absence to which was attached, like a 
horse to a meadow, the image of the poetess” (BB 63).
	 In his account of his excursion with Updike to Rila, Milcho Radev, the model 
for Petrov, reports that they discussed literary topics. Radev was perhaps the Bul-
garian who was most familiar with Updike’s work at a time when he was virtually 
unknown in that country. He wrote: “I almost considered myself close to Updike. 
No one around me knew of him, only I did; and secrets always make people close to 
one another” (Radev 1). Like the professor in the story who asks about a Socialist 
favorite, Sinclair Lewis, Radev asked about Steinbeck, whose novel The Grapes of 
Wrath was known in Bulgaria as Gnevut na mravkite (The anger of ants).53 Updike 
replied that the book was an important work of realism that analyzed significant 
American social problems, whereas he did not care for Steinbeck’s most recent 
novel, The Winter of Our Discontent (1961), about the degeneration of American 
culture in the 1950s. Radev then asked about Steinbeck’s statement in his 1962 
Nobel Prize speech that “a writer who does not passionately believe in the per-
fectibility of man, has no dedication nor any membership in literature.”54 Updike, 
keenly aware of his own imperfections at this time, responded that one should 
write for the perfection of man, but that he was not sure this is possible because 
there are too many self-destructive forces in the lives of men.55 Radev mentioned a 
translation in a Russian journal of Arthur Miller’s essay about his recent play After 
the Fall (1964), which was based on the probable suicide of his ex-wife, Marilyn 
Monroe.56 Updike said he knew of the play only through his wife. According to 
Radev, Updike spoke frequently of his wife, referring to her as not only a wife and 
mother but as the editor and critic of his work whom he most trusted. Like Bech, 
Updike showed no interest in political agendas or Hollywood gossip and grew 
silent in the car. When Radev brought up terms like “antiroman,” “inner mono-
logue,” and “retrospective,” Updike claimed to be confused, indicating that terms 
like “realism” or “absurdism” needed precise definition and that he found such 
discussions boring. After an awkward silence, someone else in the car mentioned 
Chekhov and everyone smiled. Updike responded that everyone writing short 
stories in America has Chekhov in mind and so did he.
	 Updike’s disdain for irrelevant gossip, socially or politically based art, and chic 
literary theories is reflected in Bech’s exchanges with Petrov over drinks with Gla-
vanakova. Petrov’s intrusive questions transform him from “a clever and kindred 
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mind” to an annoying third wheel who stands on the other side of the political 
and literary mirror from Bech. Petrov repeatedly interrupts Bech’s attentions to 
Glavanakova, first by asserting that theorists of the new novel are employing mere 
“tricks” that do not have “human content.” Bech feels “duty-bound” to “subvert” 
his argument, but instead turns his attention back to Glavanakova (BB 65–66). 
Petrov then asks if Bech is influenced by the “nouvelle vague,” confusing the term 
for a group of iconoclastic French filmmakers with the nouveau roman, represented 
by Sarraute and Alain Robbe-Grillet (BB 67).57 When Petrov says that Bulgarian 
literature could not be sentimental because “[w]e do not have a happy history,” 
Bech is appalled—“It was the first time Petrov had sounded like a Communist”—
and sarcastically dismisses him: “Believe it or not, neither do we” (BB 68). When 
Bech moves the topic from love to orgasm, Petrov, one step behind, says, “This is 
an enjoyable subject for discussion, love.” Finally, as the poetess stares silently into 
her brandy, Bech rhapsodizes about her beauty (though he cannot see her face) 
and Petrov irrelevantly asks about Dürrenmatt (BB 69).
	 If Radev/Petrov represents the burdens of theory and of art subservient to 
political necessity, Dimitrova/Glavanakova represents, at this point in her ca-
reer, the opposite. Glavanakova “lives to write,” says Petrov. “I do not think it is 
healthy” (BB 61). Though he finds her poems “shallow” (i.e., too personal and 
insufficiently political), he says she is “very honest in her work,” to the exclusion of 
marriage (BB 62). Though Updike was married with a large family, he shared with 
Dimitrova the characteristic his son David described to an interviewer: that his 
writing would “take precedence over his relations with real people” (Begley 410).
	 When Glavanakova rushes into the restaurant, she nevertheless displays an 
“impalpable warmth of intelligence and virtue” that captivates Bech (BB 65). 
While unwilling to discuss new theories of the novel with Petrov, Bech is happy 
to draw out Glavanakova about Sarraute, who had treated her in a “motherly” 
fashion at a coffee following Sarraute’s talk in Paris. Glavanakova speaks of the 
novelist’s theory of tropismes, “the little movements within the heart” (BB 66).58 
Updike at this point knew Dimitrova only as a successful poet, not a struggling 
first-time novelist, so he has Bech change the subject: “Do you find it difficult to 
be a woman poet?” Glavanakova answers: “We have a tradition of woman poets. 
We have Elisaveta Bagriana, who is very great” (BB 67).59
	 If Updike had asked Dimitrova, stalled in her struggle with form and invention, 
if she wanted “to hear about how I write,” she would have responded as enthusiasti-
cally as Glavanakova: “Very much yes” (BB 67). Bech’s dazzling soliloquy (given 
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in paraphrase in the story) does not treat genre and theory, as the Bulgarians have 
approached Updike’s work, but rather performance and creation. Bech’s artistic 
method (which may be assumed to be Updike’s) synthesizes several forms of com-
position—writing, blending colors as in painting, and setting images like melody 
and countermelody in music—without regard to theory or school.60 The effect 
on Dimitrova would have been both exhilarating and depressing: exhilarating to 

Milcho Radev, April 19, 1989, Sofia. Courtesy of the National Literary Museum, Sofia.



be in the presence of such an artist; depressing to think she was bringing lesser 
talent and purpose to a novel that she feared was already insufficiently creative.
	 Glavanakova switches the conversation to Dimitrova’s favorite topic, asking 
whether Bech’s characters “are not moved by love.” Bech replies, “Yes, very much. 
But as a form of nostalgia. We fall in love, I tried to say in the book, with women 
who remind us of our first landscape. A silly idea. I used to be interested in love. 
I once wrote an essay on the orgasm . . . as perfect memory. The one mystery is, 
what we are remembering?” (BB 68).
	 Though Updike attributes the essay to Bech,61 he had himself written such an 
essay the year before, in the form of a review of Love Declared by Denis de Rouge-
mont, author of Love in the Western World (1940), the referential text on courtly 
(i.e., adulterous) romance. Updike wrote: “What is nostalgia but love for that part 
of ourselves which is in Heaven, forever removed from change and corruption? 
A woman, loved, momentarily eases the pain of time by localizing nostalgia; . . . 
Perhaps it is to the degree that the beloved crystallizes the lover’s past that she 
presents herself to him, alpha and omega, as his Fate” (Assorted Prose 287). 
	 Another expression for the beloved woman as “alpha and omega” is Bech’s 
description of Glavanakova as “the complete woman” (BB 61). When Bech asks if 
orgasm is “perfect memory,” Glavanakova states ambiguously, “I think it is good.” 
When Bech asks whether she refers to love or orgasm, she shakes her head (Bech 
has to remind himself that this means “yes,” not “no,” in Bulgaria), lowers her gaze 
to hide her expression, and Bech lovingly takes in what he can see: her nails, her 
hair, and her arms (BB 69).
	 As Adam Begley’s biography makes clear, Updike was “falling in love, away 
from marriage” by the time he published Rabbit, Run in 1960 (Updike qtd. in 
Begley 207). By the fall of 1962 he was deeply involved with his neighbor Joyce 
Harrington, and his story “Packed Dirt, Churchgoing, A Dying Cat, A Traded 
Car,” speaks of lust for “a woman not my wife.” Updike wrote many stories about 
his own adultery in this period, which the New Yorker discreetly held onto for later 
publication out of concern not only for Updike’s family and friends, but also the 
author’s and the magazine’s own reputation. De Rougemont’s work provided intel-
lectual fuel for Updike’s behavior and “exerted a strong and enduring influence” 
on him, according to Begley (240). Begley sums up: “For Updike the appeal lay 
mostly in de Rougemont’s exhaustive analysis of the legend of Tristan and Iseult, 
the representative myth of romantic love—an analysis Updike quibbled with yet 
couldn’t resist,” and quotes Updike’s statement in his review of de Rougemont 
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that “the enforced and approved bonds of marriage, restricting freedom, weaken 
love” (241, 242). By 1964, Updike’s marriage had survived the Harrington affair 
and though both John and Mary continued to see others, the marriage appeared 
to have restabilized.
	 But that was on the surface. In fact Updike was as susceptible to romance with 
Dimitrova as Bech is to Glavanakova. Bech suffers from a “romantic vertigo” (BB 
60) that has made him receptive to at least one woman on every stop of his trip. In 
his life he has loved a dozen women: “yet all of them, he now saw, shared the trait 
of approximation, of narrowly missing an undisclosed prototype. The surprise he 
felt did not have to do with the appearance, at last, of this central woman; he had 
always expected her to appear. What he had not expected was her appearance here, 
in this remote and abused nation, in this room of morning light . . .” (BB 59).
	 Dimitrova’s physical beauty obviously stunned Updike, but her greater appeal 
lay in her devotion to personal exploration through art, a description that not only 
fits but encapsulates Updike’s oeuvre. Unlike the other, cosseted members of the 
Union, she explored the new forms of expression being discussed in the theoretical 
schools of Moscow and the West, unhindered by Communist political correctness. 
Unlike Updike, she was blocked in her efforts to write artistic fiction.
	 After having drinks with Petrov and Glavanakova, Bech attends a performance 
of a ballet called Silver Slippers. On November 29, Updike attended a ballet of the 
same name at the Stefan Makedonski Theater, probably as one of his scheduled 
entertainments.62 In the ballet, a puppeteer named Glavcho becomes a palace 
guard tasked with capturing the secret lover of the emperor’s daughter, called 
simply “the Princess.” Updike takes up the story: “Each night, a princess would 
put on silver slippers and dance through her mirror to tryst with a wizard, who 
possessed a magic stick that she coveted, for with it the world could be ruled” (BB 
64–65). Indeed, in the ballet Glavcho follows the Princess through the mirror into 
the Empire of the Black Wizard. She tries to steal the wizard’s magic scepter, but 
Glavcho, wearing an invisibility cap, snatches the scepter and the jewels given the 
Princess by the wizard. The next day Glavcho reveals to the court what happened, 
rejects the Princess, turns the entire court to stone, and leaves with his beloved, 
Milena (Sagaev 300–07).The artist-hero saves his true love from the inept leaders 
of a totalitarian regime, much as Bech on this trip feels “an urge to rescue” the 
women he meets from the other side of the mirror, yet we are told that Glavana-
kova “presented herself to him as needing nothing, as being complete, poised, 
satisfied, achieved” (BB 60, 61). Updike reinforces the central image of his story in 
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a comical scene from the ballet in which the Princess dances toward what appears 
to be a mirror but which is only “an empty oval,” when “another girl, identically 
dressed in pink, would emerge from the wings and perform as her reflection,” a 
moment right out of the Marx Brothers’ Duck Soup (1933). Yet when the Princess 
leaps through the mirror, Bech finds the moment “oddly ecstatic” (echoing de 
Rougemont’s discussion of the spiritual ecstasy of love), and we are told that his 
“heart leaped backward into the enchanted hour he had spent with the poetess” 
(BB 65).63
	 On November 30, his last full day in Bulgaria, Updike was fêted at Timothy 
Pfeiffer’s apartment in central Sofia.64 Radev, Levchev, and Radichkov attended 
the party, along with the poet and playwright Georgi Georgiev Dzhagarov (1925–
1995).65 There was also a Yugoslav attaché (not surprising, given Pfeiffer’s Yugo-
slavian credentials) with his “burnished Tunisian wife,” and a “rasping American 
female” asking for advice for her nephew, a would-be writer (BB 69–70). Updike 
had pre-signed paperbound copies of The Centaur and clothbound copies of Tele-
phone Poles (1963) for the guests.66 He gave Levchev a copy of The Centaur, telling 
him the book was about his father.67 In deference to his Bulgarian hosts, Updike 
dated his inscriptions in the European style (30.XI.64), which he never used before 
or afterward. Levchev remembers another figure at the party: “Of course, in the 
center of the event was Blaga Dimitrova, but I can not say whether she had already 
sensed John’s tender feelings about her” (Levchev 26).
	 Bech is thwarted in his attempts to talk with Glavanakova at the party until she 
has already put on her coat to leave. She has brought him a signed copy of one of 
her books, whose Cyrillic he will not be able to make sense of. This “pale volume 
of poems” (BB 70) represents either a copy of Dimitrova’s Svetut v shepa (1962), 
which had a white cover, or her latest book, Ekspeditsia kum idnia den (1964), 
which had a black, white, and red dust jacket over a pale cloth cover and which 
contained poems that Updike later translated.68 Dimitrova’s book inscribed to 
Updike does not survive; he describes Glavanakova’s inscription to Bech as fol-
lows: “‘to H. Beck, sincerelly, with bad spellings but much’—the last word looked 
like ‘leave’ but must have been ‘love’” (BB 70). The verbal confusion here, one of 
many in the story, relies on the fact that Glavanakova may love his writing, but she 
has to leave the party; Bech is clearly in love with her, but he must leave the country.
	 Both Bech and Glavanakova struggle to make themselves understood by the 
other. Glavanakova’s rudimentary English puts her at a disadvantage, but also gives 
her a kind of charm. The story begins in medias res with a verbal exchange between 
Bech and Glavanakova that clearly entrances Bech. Inept in every language but 
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his own, Bech establishes his comic persona and perhaps reflects Updike’s own 
awkwardness on this, his first trip abroad east of England.
	 Following the Harrington affair, writes Begley, Updike’s stories were “unrelent-
ingly dour, drastically short on hope and humor” (234). But something happened 
when he was on his own in the Balkans. Updike acknowledged that “[o]ut-of-the-
way places seem to excite me to my best and brightest prose” (More 768). Here 
on the opposite side of his world, Updike broke away from the depressing stories 
of adultery that had displaced his genial stories of growing up in rural Pennsyl-
vania, and created an antitype of his own career, deciding to “commit the artistic 
indecency of writing about a writer” (BB v). The new subject brought a creative 
rush: “I have generally avoided writing about the literary life, and my plunge into 
it [in “The Bulgarian Poetess”] has a certain exhilaration,” Updike wrote in 1996 
(More 768). In 1975 he told an interviewer that “those first [Bech] stories did open, 
somehow, a door in me that hadn’t opened before” (Plath, ed., 81). To create his 
antitype, Updike made Bech an unmarried Jewish New Yorker, a kind of “gentle-
manly Norman Mailer” (BB v).69 The character allowed Updike both to disguise 
his own extramarital impulses and to employ his considerable comedic gifts after 
his long dour period.
	 Bech is Updike’s antitype in another significant way that represents the “look-
ing-glass” state of the American literary set. In 1962 Updike complained that “popu-
lar expectations of what [American] literature should provide have risen so high 
that failure is the only possible success, and pained incapacity the only acceptable 
proof of sincerity. . . . The study of literature threatens to become a kind of pale-
ontology of failure” (Assorted Prose 264). Bech is blocked; Dimitrova was uncon-
fident; Updike was neither. Bech’s monologue about how he combines elements 
of music and painting into his writing are an utter pose, yet as James Schiff has 
recognized, the theories he describes “apply . . . as well as to Updike’s literary aes-
thetic” (121). For her part, Glavanakova is the only character in the story who does 
not speak in political terms, since the notoriously nonpolitical Updike knew Dimi-
trova only as a poet and not as the activist that she was throughout her career.70
	 And so to the end of the story—the short story first, then our story here.
	 Bech’s frustration at not being able to speak with Glavanakova at the cocktail 
party adds to the comic futility of his efforts both as writer and lover, a point on 
which Updike will expand in subsequent stories. The short story ends with a hasty 
exchange of books as Glavanakova prepares to leave the party. Updike gave Dimi-
trova a copy of Telephone Poles inscribed “to Blaga Dimitrova / with admiration / and 



affection / John Updike / 30.XI.64,”71 but he also wanted to give her something 
more meaningful. In The Centaur, Peter Caldwell’s Latin teacher interprets the 
Venus-Aeneas scene, saying that “only as she turns to leave him, does he perceive 
her true glory, her actual worth and her relationship to him. So it is often in life. We 
love too late” (185). Before it is too late, Bech purloins the legation library’s copy 
of his latest novel (as he had filched the Hawthorne from the legation display at 
the beginning of the story), but Updike had 25 presentation copies of The Centaur 
to give out. Let’s look again at Bech’s inscription:

A scene from the Silver Slippers ballet, probably from the premiere night, July 4, 1962. 
Courtesy of Archives of Stefan Makedonski Theatre, Sofia. 
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Dear Vera Glavanakova—
	 It is a matter of earnest regret for me 
that you and I must live on opposite 
sides of the world. 

Here is what Updike wrote for Dimitrova:72

Dear Blaga Dimitrova:
	 It is a great 
	 sadness for me that 
	 you and I must live 
	 on opposite sides of 
	 the world. You have are
	 been very lovely.
			   John Updike

We can see that the first sentence survives almost intact in the story—“matter of 
earnest regret” replaces “great sadness”—while Updike omits his hastily corrected 
Bech-like gaffe in the second sentence.
	 The two inscriptions that close the story may derive in part from one of the 
guests at Pfeiffer’s farewell party for Updike, Iordan Radichkov. Known for his 
absurdist short stories and plays, Radichkov was considered by Dimitrova to 
be the best writer of prose in Bulgaria (Daubenton 9), and Levchev reports that 
Updike liked him.73 Glavanakova’s inscription read in part, “with bad spellings 
but much love/leave.” Radichkov was widely known for this line from one of his 
stories: “Man is a very long sentence, written with great love and inspiration, but 
full of spelling errors.”74 As for Bech’s inscription about living on opposite sides of 
the earth, Levchev recalls that Radichkov joked to Updike at the party that since 
Updike came from the “antipodes” (the opposite side of the world) to Bulgaria, 
he should be walking upside down.75 We cannot say whether Updike had either 
of these quotations in mind when he wrote this story, but the coincidence is but 
one more extraordinary feature of “The Bulgarian Poetess.”

We have been able to trace every event, place, and person in the story (with the 
exception of the interpreter) to an actual event, place, or person from Updike’s 
visit to Sofia. We have no idea, however, what Updike did for the rest of his time 
in Sofia. This was Updike’s first trip to non-English-speaking countries, and much 
of Bech’s ineptitude may reflect that of the unseasoned traveler: he thinks Glava-
nakova is married because her name ends in “-ova,” he misses the president’s joke 
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at the Union, and he has trouble remembering that the shaking of a head in Bul-
garia means “yes.” An artist describes reality, but not slavishly: Updike’s awkward 
conversation with Radev at Rila is moved to the bar where Bech, Petrov, and Gla-
vanakova have drinks; Bech’s post-Moscow itinerary is not the same as Updike’s; 
the American car at the legation was not “overturned” and “ignited” by rioters; 
Updike imagines a Bulgarian translation of Erewhon; he does not reproduce in full 
his inscription in Dimitrova’s copy of The Centaur. As for the characters, Updike 
selected such telling physical details for each that their real-life counterparts were 
immediately recognizable when the story appeared in Bulgaria. Yet his portrayals 
of Tim Pfeiffer as an incompetent monoglot and Blaga Dimitrova as a confident, 
secure poet do not comport with reality but work perfectly for the characters they 
represent in the story.
	 None of these divergences from the actual persons and events in any way de-
tracts from the fact that this is one of Updike’s greatest stories, featuring a complex 
structure, nonlinear narration, and sustained imagery, which moves the reader to 
laughter, wonder, and, at the conclusion, sympathy for two people drawn to each 
other by devotion to art, who will never meet again.
	 Indeed, Updike and Dimitrova never met again after Sofia. According to 
Levchev, Dimitrova may have had no idea of Updike’s physical attraction to her 
or his estimate of her intellectual integrity, and there is no indication in the story 
that Bech expresses to Glavanakova his appreciation of her “intense conjunction 
of good looks and brains” (BB 63), much less his feeling that she represents his 
“central woman.” When the story appeared in Bulgaria, Dimitrova realized what 
Updike’s feelings for her were in those few days and responded immediately with 
a warm letter, indirectly inviting him to meet her in Yugoslavia. But the affair 
was over before the “love letter” was written. The Centaur inscription was not an 
invitation but an envoi. Updike was far too busy with his own work and his spe-
cialized research in pre-Couples Ipswich to travel halfway around the world to see 
Dimitrova, however attractive and accomplished she was. Letters and exchanges 
of new books continued for the next two years, stopping before Dimitrova married 
in 1967, though in a 1966 letter to Updike she wrote, “we never know just what is 
in store for us in the new year, so we may still expect an unexpected meeting.”76 
Fortunately, “The Bulgarian Poetess” was not all that came of their meeting. At 
subsequent points in their long careers, they chose to cross each other’s literary 
path. Updike translated four of Dimitrova’s poems for an anthology in 1986.77 
In 1965 Dimitrova translated “Vibration” and “Movie House” from her copy of 
Telephone Poles,78 and she described their meeting on numerous occasions.
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	 Perhaps the greatest benefit Dimitrova derived from her encounter with Updike 
is one we share with her: his writing made her world more alive than it had ever 
been before. She wrote to him in 1965: “I admire your talent to make an artistic 
story out of the familiar reality around me. I do not see anything impudent or 
incorrect in it.” In another letter from that year, she speaks to Updike of the “tree 
that talked” in the City Garden: “I have spent my life under those talking trees, 
but you had to come all the way from Amerika to make me hear them. And now, 
when I am passing through the streets, I listen to wonderful things.”79 More than 
thirty years later, Dimitrova published a poem that showed the enduring power 
of Updike’s impact on her.80

A Talking Tree

A poet from overseas
came to Sofia for three days
and opened suddenly my ears
to the miracle in the City Garden,
which I used to pass by each day,
without even noticing:
“A talking tree” he named it,
a tree so full of birds,
that they might be chirping fruits,
juicy with so much winged noise.

He has gone far away,
a light hastened past the horizon –
and left the tree with me
to tell me what was left unsaid.

Leaves are hoarse
with the birds’ noise.
A lonely bench
embraced by shadow.
A sentimental memory.
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NOTES

	 1. Updike received an American Specialists Grant from the Bureau of Educational and Cultural 
Affairs from the Division for Americans Abroad of the U.S. Department of State. This was the second 
(and last) year of the exchange. 
	 2. New Yorker 13 Mar. 1965, 44–51. Updike’s story was immediately preceded in this issue by “A 
Predisposition to Enchantment” (40–43), a story by his mother, Linda Grace Hoyer. According to the 
Index of Titles in Early Stories, Updike sent “The Bulgarian Poetess” to the New Yorker on December 26, 
1964.
	 3. “Yearbook to the American Short Story,” 370, 376. The story was subsequently published in 
The Music School (1966) and Bech: A Book (1970), and was the only Bech story Updike included in 
The Early Stories 1953–1975 (1983).
	 4. New Yorker 13 March 1965, 51.
	 5. See also “U.S. Writers Gain Russian Readers” and Khinkis. Khinkis elsewhere said: “I translated 
Updike’s The Centaur in 1963. That translation created a sensation, and I was accepted right away as a 
member of the Union of Writers” (Tall 350).
	 6. “Sorinka v glazu” (Speck in the eye), trans. Nikolay Kurdimov, Pravda 21 June 1964: 4; another 
version later appeared as “Chistyi vzglyad v serbryanom gorode” (The lucid eye in silver town), trans. 
I. Yakushkina, Nedelya 26 (19–25 June 1966): 16–17.
	 7. See Stoianovskaia.
	 8. Hereafter referred to as BB.
	 9. “Exchanges with the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe,” report 24 (1 Jan. 1965), U.S. Depart-
ment of State, 20. Unlike Updike, Bech does not visit Leningrad; Bech goes to Alma-Aty (Almaty), 
the old capital of distant Kazakhstan and site of Leon Trotsky’s exile, while Updike went to Georgian 
Tbilisi. In the original appearance of this story in the New Yorker and in The Music School, Bech ar-
rives on Thanksgiving Day, but when it appeared in Bech: A Book, Updike had changed the date to 
“the first day of Hanukkah,” which in 1964 would have been November 29. It was changed back to 
“Thanksgiving” in The Early Stories. 
	 10. The first volume of a major literary encyclopedia, Kratkaia literaturnaia entsiklopediia, which 
begins with the letter “A” (Updike’s name transliterated begins with the Cyrillic “A”), does not in-
clude Updike, but the ninth and final volume (1978), which collects information that was missing or 
incomplete in the prior volumes, includes a detailed entry on Updike.
	 11. See Hill 16; “400 in Sofia Stone U.S. Legation in Congo Protest”; and “Dolu rucete ot Kongo: 
Demonstracia na sofiskite studenti” (Hands off Congo: Demonstrations of students in Sofia).
	 12. See Tuch 1998, 44, and Tuch 2008, 93, for the typical pattern of these demonstrations.



	 13. Plath, ed., 178. This is the first mention of Hawthorne in Updike’s fiction. Hawthorne later 
serves as an influence on Updike’s story “The Hillies” (1969), he appears as a character in Updike’s 
Memories of the Ford Administration (1992), and his novel The Scarlet Letter is the basis for three 
Updike novels: A Month of Sundays (1975), Roger’s Version (1986), and S. (1988). Hawthorne’s in-
fluence can also be found in The Witches of Eastwick (1984) and The Widows of Eastwick (2008).
	 14. Hawthorne’s story “Roger Malvin’s Burial” uses mirror imagery, which becomes pervasive in 
“The Bulgarian Poetess”: “As if reflected in a mirror, its likeness was in Reuben’s memory” (Hawthorne 
qtd. in Schiff 120). 
	 15. See “Rust in Peace: The Shillington-Mohnton Trolley Reaches End of Line Tomorrow” and 
“Reading (PA) Street Railway street cars,” in BusTalk: http://forum.bustalk.info/viewtopic.php?t= 
3649&sid=a7596d4c3991bf95c471ea531f9362bb
	 16. The list given to Updike might have included names suggested to him in Moscow. The poets 
Andrei Vosnesensky and Yevgeniy Yevtushenko, both of whom Bech meets in “Rich in Russia,” might 
have given him the names of writers whom he would have got on with, including Blaga Dimitrova. 
Updike could have given the names to cultural officer Timothy Pfeiffer to add to the official list.
	 17. Tuch, conversation with Ward Briggs (hereafter referred to as WB), 20 April 2013.
	 18. Biographical information from Tuch e-mail to WB, 26 April 2013, and obituary of Timothy 
Adams Pfeiffer.
	 19. Foreign Service List, 6.
	 20. Tuch e-mails to WB, 26 April 2013 and 13 April 2013.
	 21. Liubomir Levchev, who had been in the Union for only one year, was one of those invited to 
Pfeiffer’s party “at the last minute” (Levchev 26).
	 22. Dimitur Dimov (b. 1909), Marko Minkov (b. 1909), and Pantelei Zarev (b. 1911) were much 
older; Iankov (b. 1925) and Radev (b. 1925) approached Updike’s age; only the non-member, the 
translator Krustan Diankov (b. 1933), was younger. Iordan Kosturkov, translator of “The Bulgarian 
Poetess” (2004), places Dimitrova, Minkov and Diankov at the meeting, saying: “Liubomir Levchev, 
longtime president of the Union, told me that he met Updike and advised me on the identifications 
of the characters” (e-mail to Biljana Dojčinović [hereafter referred to as BD], 28 May 2013; see also 
Kosturkov 222). Vesela Katsarova adds Zarev to the group (Katsarova 170), confirmed by Levchev 
(e-mail to BD, 1 July 2013).
	 23. Much like Nadia in “Licks of Love in the Heart of the Cold War” (LL 112). These interpreters 
were members of an interpreters’ union hired out for such occasions. They were not members of the 
Writers’ Union. Updike’s interpreter would have been expected to file a full report on his activities 
during the visit, as did Cheever’s, who was presumed to be a KGB agent (Bailey 343).
	 24. “mnogoznachitelno,” Literaturen front 3 Dec. 1964.
	 25. Kentavurut (The Centaur), trans. Krustan Diankov; Ozheni se za men (Marry Me), trans. Belin 
Tonchev. In his afterword to Kentavurut, Diankov writes: “I was waiting in the lobby of a capital hotel 
on other business, when suddenly I spotted the tall figure of a frail young man; he turned his face 
and on the spur of the moment, I approached him and said, ‘You’re John Updike, right?’ . . . ‘How 
did you recognize me?’—he was surprised. ‘From the book,’ I tried to explain. From the book—I had 
never seen the man’s face but on the basis of the book I had constructed a mental image that suddenly 
materialized. The book looked like that man . . . The next day I saw him again and for longer, and had 
the opposite impression: this fellow looked like his book. Still under the impression of The Centaur I 
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assured myself that Updike looks and talks just like his prose” (Diankov 280). Evgeniia Stoianovskaia, 
who conducted the interview Updike granted in Moscow, wrote something very similar: “Before 
getting to know him, we could divine the imprint of Updike’s personality, of his temperament and 
moral biases, of his way of thinking, apparently of his very appearance from such works as the novels 
Rabbit, Run and The Centaur and his collections of stories—all varied in style, although also draw-
ing in their entirety on the author’s direct experience” (Stoianovskaia). As the interview precedes 
Diankov’s preface by two years, his story may not be original.
	 26. For the best study of the mirror imagery, see Schiff 119–20.
	 27. Alisa v stranata nachudesata, trans. Lazar Goldman (Sofia: T.F. Chipeff, 1933). In 1965 Gold-
man’s translation was paired with a translation of Through the Looking-Glass by Stefan Gevchev (Alisa 
v ogledalnia sviat), ill. Petar Chuklev (Sofia: Narodna mladezh, 1965, new ed., 1969).
	 28. Dimov may have been ill (he died less than two years later), or Updike may have been too little 
known for the chairman to officiate (Kosturkov to BD, 29 May 2014). The other vice chairmen were 
the poet Mladen Isaev (1907–1991); the prose writer and playwright Ilia Volen, pseudonym of Marin 
Hristov Stamenov (1905–1982); and the prose writer and playwright Pantelei Zarev (1911–1997).
	 29. Cheever had found Catcher in the Rye to be “almost a status symbol” among Soviet readers 
(Bailey 341). For Updike’s contemporary judgments on Salinger, Pynchon, Mailer, and others of the 
sort that the professor is trying to elicit, see Plath, ed., 16–17, and Greiner. 
	 30. Updike used the phrase “travel light” from 1968 (Plath 19) through 2006 (Terrorist 106). The 
phrase comes from Antoine de Saint-Exupery’s Terre des Hommes (1939): “celui qui veut voyager 
heureux doit voyager léger” (he who wants to travel happily should travel light).
	 31. Goshkin was the editor when Radev, art editor of the same journal, published, on December 3,  
1964, his account of his trip to the Rila Monastery. The journal also published Dimitrova’s translations 
of Updike’s poems in 1965.
	 32. Radev took a degree in medicine at Sofia in 1955, then practiced medicine for five years, dur-
ing which time he published stories, novellas, novels, and essays on socio-psychological problems. 
He left medicine in 1960 and in 1964 became art editor of Literaturen front. Curiously, Radev had 
written a short novel which he adapted for a radio drama and then for a 1965 film called Po trotoara 
(On the Sidewalk), whose title is the same as Updike’s much-anthologized parody of Jack Kerouac’s 
On the Road (1957), which appeared in the New Yorker on February 21, 1959, p. 32. Though there was 
a Bulgarian poet named Valeri Nisim Mevorah, whose pen name was Valeri Petrov (1920–2014), he 
cannot be Bech’s “Petrov.”
	 33. Note by Iordan Kosturkov to the translation of “The Bulgarian Poetess” (Katsarova 170); 
Blaga Dimitrova to Mary and John Updike, 28 June 1965, Updike Papers, Houghton Library, Harvard 
University. 
	 34. Vera is a common Bulgarian name, derived from the word for “faith”; Glavanakova comes 
from glavanak, meaning a stubborn or silly person. It does not mean “the very important one” pace 
Schiff, 119.
	 35. For Updike’s love of Vermeer, see “The Lucid Eye in Silver Town” (Early Stories 129–37), The 
Centaur 78, and Plath, “Verbal Vermeer.”
	 36. For a discussion of this scene, see Hamilton, 127n8.
	 37. During cocktails, Glavanakova’s whole body gives off a “rosiness” (BB 69).
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	 38. “Rosea cervice” (rosy neck), “ambrosiae comae” (ambrosial hair), “divinum vertice odorem /  
spiravere” (exhaled divine scent from her head). Translated by WB. 
	 39. See Updike, “Suzie Creamcheese Speaks” and Plath, ed., 6. Dimitrova appears in this very coat 
in photographs from 1977 (Vasilev 81, 85). She purchased the coat in Sweden around 1958 and kept it 
for what she called its “sentimental associations” for over twenty years (Evelina Belcheva e-mail to 
BD, 29 June 2013). 
	 40. The best English-language biography of Dimitrova is Protokhristova.
	 41. A Radio Free Europe report on her 1971 novel, Lavina (Avalanche), said, in reference to 
Updike’s story, that “his model was Blaga Dimitrova” (G.S. 3). Twenty years later, Julian Barnes 
identified the poetess in the New Yorker as “Dimitrova, who just now happens to be Vice-President 
of the country” (Barnes). De Bellis conjectures that the Bulgarian poetess may have been Elizavieta 
[sic] Bagriana, but Bagriana (1893–1991) would have been 71 in 1964 (39). 
	 42. Her thesis was “Vliianie Maiakovskogo na bolgarskuiu poeziiu” (Mayakovsky’s influence on 
Bulgarian poetry). 
	 43. According to Blaga’s friend Evelina Belcheva (conversation with BD, 12 June 2013).
	 44. One reviewer wrote: “On some pages she suggests an impression that socialist society and 
its laborers are almost doomed to hard existence because of the future—not a hint that this society 
has resolved pressing social contradictions of the past and that is being developed under the slogan 
Everything for Men!” (Vandov 6; quoted in Vasilev 312). Another wrote: “Blaga Dimitrova does not 
rule the subtleties of the intonations and expressiveness of verses . . . The new collection of poetry . . . , 
although thematically addressed to the next days of our life, in the aspect of artistic achievement 
remained as a whole turned toward a past day of the author’s success” (Sarandev 229–30).
	 45. There is no direct evidence that Dimitrova met Sarraute, whose theories about the nouveau 
roman interested Updike.
	 46. From Dimitrova’s 1966 collection Obratno vreme (Time in reverse); translation from Because 
the Sea Is Black: Poems of Blaga Dimitrova, 17.
	 47. Provisionally titled, according to Peter Dinekov, Iron Orpheus.
	 48. Unpublished diaries of Peter Dinekov, notebook 18, “Sofia, November 27th, 64, Sunday,” used 
by permission of the editor, Asen Georgiev.
	 49. The first monastery in Bulgaria was founded by a native healer and mystic named Ivan Rilski 
(880–946), known in English as St. John of Rila. In 1961, the monastery was declared public property 
and the buildings became a national museum. In 1968 a few monks were allowed back into the mon-
astery to live alongside the museum workers and conduct services in the evening (Kliment 41–42). 
Churches and monasteries are a regular stop on Bech’s tour. In Tbilisi he visits Muxtyeta, “the oldest 
church in Christendom” (BB 195), and in Yerevan, Svartz-Notz Cathedral and a monastery.
	 50. Originally a hermitage, the church is on the site where St. John of Rila’s nephew Luke was 
fatally bitten by a snake (Perry 135).
	 51. The oval glasses anticipate the oval mirror in the ballet Bech attends (Hamilton 127). The ico-
nostasis in the actual church was removed in the 1980s and currently resides in the National Museum 
of Bulgarian History.
	 52. Updike may have seen the books, chair, and spectacles in the Vazovski komnata (Vazov’s 
Room) at the Rila Monastery, dedicated to the “patriarch of Bulgarian literature,” Ivan Minchov Vazov 
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(1850–1921), a poet, novelist, and playwright. When Updike speaks of “the years of the Turkish Yoke” 
(BB 62), he invokes a common expression of Balkan history and the title of Vazov’s greatest work, 
Under the Yoke (1893).
	 53. The phrase “grapes of wrath” was most familiar to American readers from “The Battle Hymn 
of the Republic,” but it had little resonance for Soviet readers. The title The Anger of Ants likely derives 
from the last words of Chapter 21: “On the highways the people moved like ants and searched for 
work, for food. And the anger began to ferment.”
	 54. Banquet speech, 10 Dec. 1962: http://www.nobelprize.org/nobel_prizes/literature/laureates/ 
1962/steinbeck-speech_en.html
	 55. Updike asked how Radev knew of Steinbeck’s speech and was told it had been published as 
a preface to the Bulgarian translation of Cannery Row. Steinbeck and Edward Albee had toured the 
Eastern Bloc nations in 1963, the first year of the cultural exchange.
	 56. Miller, “Zamysli i domysli” (Plans and speculation), essentially a Russian version of Miller’s 
Life magazine article “With Respect for Her Agony—But with Love.”
	 57. Updike makes the same mistake in a 1969 interview; see Plath, ed., 47.
	 58. Sarraute’s first novel was called Tropismes (1939), a term that she thought “fit the interior 
movement that I wanted to show” (Sarraute 155). Updike told an interviewer in 1969: “I don’t think 
Robbe-Grillet has done anything very solid or helpful. Nevertheless, he and Nathalie Sarraute are at 
least posing the problems in a way that anybody trying to earn a living at the art should be aware of ” 
(Plath, ed. 46).
	 59. In a 1975 book about Bagriana, Dimitrova wrote: “Some years ago, the famous American writer 
John Updike asked me a very good question: ‘Isn’t it very difficult for a woman to be a poet?’ My reply 
was: ‘We have a tradition. Bagriana is a great poet’” (Bagryana 11). For Dimitrova’s further work on 
Bagriana, see Dimitrova and Vasilev, Mladosta na Bagriana (The youth of Bagriana) and Dimitrova 
and Vasilev, Dni cherni i beli.
	 60. For the shapes in which Updike conceives his novels, see Plath, ed., 48–49. Updike described 
The Poorhouse Fair as having “a kind of gladiolus shape” (John Updike Comments). “I’ve never done 
anything harder than try to paint things the way they are. The amount of concentration it takes to try 
to mix color and put it in the right spot was really a very good lesson for me as far as accuracy in all 
things artistic” (Plath, ed. 103).
	 61. The bogus Bech bibliography in Appendix B to Bech: A Book contains the entry: “‘The Land-
scape of Orgasm,’ House and Garden, XXI.3 (December, 1960) 136–141.”
	 62. Sreburnite pantofki, libretto by Bancho Banov, music by Parashkev Hadzhiev, premiered in 
Varna on March 20, 1962, then opened in Sofia on July 4, 1962, at the Stefan Makedonski Theater at 
Vasil Levski Blvd. 100.
	 63. See Midpoint: “MIRRORS ARE VAGINAS” (27). See also Hamilton 127n4.
	 64. Hans Tuch e-mail to WB, 27 Apr. 2013.
	 65. Radichkov had published Surtseto bie za horata (The heart beats for the people, 1959), Prosti 
rutse (Simple hands, 1961), and Oburnato nebe (A sky turned upside down, 1962), and may already have 
been working on the script for the highly esteemed film Goreshto pladne (Hot noon, 1966). Dzhagarov 
was a playwright in the Mladezhki teatur (Youth theater) and a member of the editorial boards of the 
journals Plamuk (Flame) and Rodna rech (Native speech). He succeeded Dimov as president of the 
Writers’ Union in 1966.



	 66. Knopf was asked to provide 25 copies of The Centaur (10 hardback, 15 paperbound) to the 
Moscow Embassy for distribution on the trip. Bela Zempleny letter to Miss Conlon and Rita Shea, 
11 Sept. 1964, Updike Papers, Houghton Library, Harvard University, CU box 148, folder 20.
	 67. Levchev read The Centaur in its Russian translation. Forty-five years later, his memory of 
Updike was still vivid: “The son of the centaur was a bit older than me. Taller, too. His long nose like 
a sundial stood over a Ulysses’ smile” (Levchev 26).
	 68. For Updike’s translations of Dimitrova’s poems, see Meredith.
	 69. Mailer is also suggested by the invitations Bech receives “to participate in symposia trumped 
up by ambitious girlie magazines in shameless conjunction with venerable universities” (BB 50). 
Mailer had participated in the Playboy panels “Sex and Censorship in Literature and the Arts” and 
“The Womanization of America,” in 1961 and 1962, respectively. Another model for Bech, Bernard 
Malamud, published the story “Naked Nude” in Playboy in 1963. Updike first contributed to Playboy 
in 1969 (“I Am Dying, Egypt, Dying”).
	 70. “From the very beginning of her writing career she reacted to all of the more important events 
of Bulgaria’s political and cultural life” (Matejic et al. 308). She became the first democratically elected 
vice president of Bulgaria (1992–1993).
	 71. Shown to BD in Sofia, June 2013.
	 72. Updike’s Centaur inscription can be found in Dimitrova 2003, 2:209.
	 73. Levchev, conversation with BD, 7 June 2013.
	 74. This, Radichkov’s most famous saying, is the last line of the 2009 film The Goat, which was 
based on his 1970 novella of the same name but also included elements from his other writings.
	 75. Levchev in Standart, 2 Feb. 2009.
	 76. Dimitrova to Updike, 3 Jan. 1966, Updike Papers, Houghton Library, Harvard University.
	 77. “The Road (version 1),” “The Road (version 2, with echoes of Emily Dickinson),” “Travelling 
Alone,” and “Pain”; see Meredith 17–20.
	 78. The translations appeared in Literaturen front 21.47 (18 Nov. 1965), 4.
	 79. Dimitrova to Updike, 21 June 1965, 13 April 1965, Updike Papers, Houghton Library, Harvard 
University.
	 80. “Govoreshto durvo” (The talking tree). Belezi Poezia (1937–97) 2: 429. http://liternet.bg/
publish4/bdimitrova/belezi2/content.htm. Translation by BD and WB.
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Starting Out at Chatterbox:  
The Apprenticeship of John Updike 

DONALD J. GREINER

Given the challenge of conceiving, drafting, revising, editing, proofing, and pub-
lishing just one book that merits the attention of readers and critics, how does a 
person complete such an arduous task and then commit to writing another book? 
John Updike committed to the life of the artist as early as 1945 when he was thirteen 
years old. By the time his canon appeared to have been completed with his death 
in 2009, he had published 23 novels, 15 volumes of short stories, nine collections of 
essays and criticism, seven books of poetry, five children’s books, a memoir, and a 
play. The key word in the above sentence is “appeared.” As of this writing in 2014, 
another book of poems, another collection of stories, and two more compilations 
of essays and criticism have been published posthumously. What was the founda-
tion of creativity on such a scale?
	 For Updike it all began with Chatterbox, his school newspaper at Shillington 
(PA) High School, when he joined the staff in 1945 and to which he contributed 
an enormous amount of written work and drawings until he was graduated as co-
valedictorian in 1950. The Chatterbox foundation stood him in good stead, leading 
first to the editorship of the Harvard Lampoon and eventually to the New Yorker, 
where he readily established his credentials as a “Talk of the Town” contributor and 
became the quintessential New Yorker writer. A reading of Updike’s contributions 
to Chatterbox, particularly the poetry, illuminates the fledgling artist feeling his way 
toward his talent, honing his facility with words, and gaining the confidence to 
display his creativity to a readership of adolescent peers, often a difficult, skeptical 
audience.
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I

Jack De Bellis, Updike’s bibliographer, reports that the Shillington High Chatterbox 
was founded in 1926 as an extension of The Little Shilling, the elementary school 
newspaper. Published weekly until 1953, after which it appeared yearly, Chatterbox 
was honored with awards from the Pennsylvania School Press Association for six-
teen consecutive years, 1932–1948. Updike’s apprentice work in these two venues 
dates from May 29, 1944, when at age twelve he drew the cover for that issue of 
The Little Shilling and signed it “Updike,” to the May 23, 1950, issue of Chatterbox, 
to which he contributed the poem “1950 Class Song (To the tune of ‘Auld Lang 
Syne’).” The “Song” was his final schoolboy publication (De Bellis 117–18). In the 
short story “Flight” (1959), Updike’s alter ego Allen Dow remarks, “I was in charge 
of yearbook write-ups” (Collected Early Stories 232), and it is likely that Updike 
wrote his own description for his high-school yearbook Hi-Life (1950): “Uppy 
doubles as poet and cartoonist [and] fathered both class plays . . . [T]he sage of 
Plowville hopes to write for a living” (De Bellis 141).1 In addition to noting that 
he was senior class president, the Hi-Life description confirms that he was also a 
member of the yearbook staff as well as roving editor, associate editor, and “artist” 
of Chatterbox. The challenge of getting into print during his teenage years was as 
important to him as making the team was for his more athletically gifted classmates.
	 Updike’s first serious efforts to fulfill his “hopes to write for a living” began 
with Chatterbox. He later had his contributions bound in order to preserve his 
literary roots, signaling a need to maintain a link between his apprentice, amateur  
publications and his long and much-honored professional career. David Foster  
Wallace, in a spiteful review of an Updike novel, quoted an acquaintance who re-
marked about Updike: “Has the son of a bitch ever had one unpublished thought?” 
but this misses the point (1). Updike’s thoughts were the catalyst of his writing, 
and his writing was the center of his life. Updike’s son David “stated the case with 
unhappy precision: his father decided early on that his writing would ‘take pre-
cedence over his relations with real people’” (Begley 410). It is too facile to claim 
that Updike could not live if he did not write, but it is not too strong to argue that 
his enviable command of language was the reason he lived the way he did.
	 His drive “to give the mundane its beautiful due” (The Early Stories xv), his 
insistence that a telephone pole has as much right to be here as a tree, had its 
first sustained expression in Chatterbox. As his apprentice writing developed into 
mature art, he understood that “[a]rt hopes to sidestep mortality with feats of at-
tention, of harmony, of illuminating connection” (xiv). His duty as he saw it was 
not to preach, to lecture, to instruct, to complain, but to honor the mundane, the 
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daily: “my only duty was to describe reality” (xv). His son’s comment that writing 
took precedence over every other facet of Updike’s life is on the mark. This is why 
the intemperate dismissal in Wallace’s review is off target. For a writer like Updike, 
who defined creativity as living, as “sidestep[ping] mortality,” the youthful pub-
lications are not to be disregarded as the scribbling of immaturity, but examined 
as the first expression of an artist tentatively writing his way toward life.
	 Today, sets of Chatterbox are rare. At this writing, six sets have been located, 
none of them complete. De Bellis cites runs of the school newspaper in both the 
archives of Updike’s high school and the Reading (PA) Public Library (117). The 
set that Updike had bound was sold to Harvard’s Houghton Library in 2009. The 
rare book dealer Darren Overty of Clouds Hill Books knows of three additional 
sets: one in the Morgan Library in New York City, one in the Hollings Library at 
the University of South Carolina, and one in a private collection. “There may be 
other sets that I’m unaware of, but certainly very few (if any),” he says (email to 
author, 2 May 2014).
	 The printing process used for the weekly Chatterbox was mimeograph, with 
the eight to twelve pages of each issue stapled together and usually available to the 
students and faculty to read on Fridays (De Bellis 117). Unlike some high school 
newspapers at the time, it contained no advertising, but it regularly included mate-
rial that spoke to the diverse interests of the student body: results of sports contests, 
class notes, accounts of student elections, descriptions of parties and dances, 
features, poems, and drawings, the latter being one of Updike’s specialties. In “A 
Sense of Shelter” (1959), he describes the process his protagonist goes through to 
transfer his cartoon to mimeograph for the school publication (Collected Early Sto-
ries 252). Many students contributed to the issues, including Updike’s friend Fred 
Muth, later saluted in one of his final poems, “Peggy Lutz, Fred Muth 12/13/08” 
(Endpoint 26–27). On February 16, 1945, just before Updike turned thirteen, he 
contributed his first article, “A Handshake with the Congressman.” Presaging his 
long career as a book reviewer for the New Yorker, he published his first review 
(of James Thurber’s Fables for Our Time) on November 9, 1945. “Ode to a Toad,” 
his first poem for the newspaper, appeared on March 29, 1946, and previewed his 
later success as a master of light verse for the Lampoon and the New Yorker. His first 
fiction, “And One of These Times,” was published in the April 18, 1946, issue, and 
his first film review, “Road to Utopia,” appeared on May 10, 1946 (De Bellis 117).
	 Complete runs of Chatterbox are rare because the students and faculty of Shil-
lington High did not save for posterity what they considered to be ephemeral. 
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For this reason, the total number of Updike’s contributions to the newspaper is 
still undetermined. Stuart Wright published an article about the paper in 1985 in 
which he lists 285 items by Updike. In the chronology that James Plath compiled, 
gone over “meticulously” by Updike, for Conversations with John Updike, Plath also 
cites “some 285 drawings, articles, and light verse” (xix, xxi). Apparently follow-
ing Wright and Plath, Adam Begley, Updike’s biographer, cites 285 contributions 
(37). Yet De Bellis confirms “at least 319 signed pieces (167 drawings, 88 poems, 
45 prose works, and 19 stories).” The revealing phrase is “at least,” because De 
Bellis also notes 38 additional items “attributed” to but unsigned by Updike: 22 
drawings, ten poems, and six prose pieces (118). The dates of the contributions 
range from February 1945 to May 1950. Whether the number of Updike’s appear-
ances in Chatterbox was 285, 319, or 357, the volume of work is extraordinary for 
a teenager to have created in a five-year period.2 Just as Updike was the Lampoon 
during his senior year at Harvard when he served as editor-in-chief, so he was the 
Chatterbox, particularly in 1949–1950, his senior year. The line of his development 
from small-town high school newspaper to famed university magazine was straight 
and unbroken. His success in the pages of the Lampoon was an extension of his 
achievement with Chatterbox.
	 Although the campus atmospheres, not to mention the social and academic 
cultures, of the Shillington student newspaper and the Harvard humor magazine 
were radically different, it is as if Updike packed up his schoolboy skills in light 
verse, stories, articles, and artwork, wrapped them in his strong work ethic, and 
set up shop in the Lampoon office once he was elected to the staff during his fresh-
man year in 1950. Begley quotes fellow staff member Michael Arlen: “John was 
always a striver. He took pleasure and satisfaction from being a striver. He could 
outwork anyone” (75). Updike’s “striving” for the Lampoon mirrored his energy 
at Chatterbox: poem after poem, article after article, story after story, drawing after 
drawing. The astonishing output at Harvard comprised “seven cover illustrations, 
more than a hundred cartoons and drawings, sixty poems, and twenty-five prose 
pieces” (Begley 70).3 Toward the conclusion of his tenure as editor of the maga-
zine, he won not only the prize for “writing in an undergraduate publication”—for 
a parody of Milton in the Lampoon—but also a fellowship to study drawing at 
Oxford following graduation. His work in these early years—light verse, parodies, 
and Disney-like drawings—reflected his unofficial role as class clown in both high 
school and college.
	 Just as Updike bound his copies of Chatterbox, so he agreed in 1984 to a little-
known edition of twelve comic poems and nine drawings originally published in 
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the Lampoon. Appropriately titled Jester’s Dozen and limited to two hundred fifty 
numbered and signed copies, this fine press book includes a foreword in which 
Updike reviews his early work with pleasure: “The joy of getting into print is one 
that, for me at least, never palls, and these poems were part of my first sweet taste of 
it” (Odd Jobs 843).4 Describing the book as “this slim souvenir of a happy appren-
ticeship,” he concedes that no previous contributor to the famous undergraduate 
magazine “more eagerly played apprentice in the several categories of ‘humor’ than 
young JHU, as I then was identified” (842). The following stanzas from “Overheard 
in Widener,” an homage to the Harvard undergraduate library and a parody of the 
intellectual one-upmanship that passes for sophistication among students, illustrate 
the skill he had developed since joining the staff of Chatterbox. Published in the 
September 1951 issue of the Lampoon when Updike was nineteen, “Overheard in 
Widener” displays his mastery of the witty rhymes popularized by Ogden Nash 
and Phyllis McGinley:

“Dear chap: don’t become histrionic:
	 I say—now you listen to me—
That Shelley was far more Byronic
	 Than Byron could possibly be.
. . .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .

“Although this is all very well, he
	 —Lord Byron—is not Shelleyesque,
And thus of course neither is Shelley;
	 But now I must go to my desk.”
	 (Jester’s Dozen n. p.)

	 These lines are delightfully, youthfully clever, the testimony of a well-read and 
immensely gifted teenager displaying the joy he finds in language.5 If successful 
“striving” is showing off, as Wallace and Arlen implied, then Updike was show-
ing off when he wrote for Chatterbox and the Lampoon. Yet he did so with such 
a happy combination of wit and knowledge that to criticize him would be petty. 
The larger point is that the light verse led to his first book, the comic poems gath-
ered in The Carpentered Hen and Other Tame Creatures (1958). More important, 
the apprentice poems and drawings led to the New Yorker. As Updike observed, 
the Lampoon “by the 1950s was imitating, in format and tone, The New Yorker. 
Which suited me, since The New Yorker was where I wanted to be” (Odd Jobs 
842). Begley reports that Updike’s talent as a humorist in verse, cartoons, and 
prose caught the eye of “a powerful New Yorker editor,” Katharine White: “the 
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quality of Updike’s light verse in the Lampoon had given her hope that one day 
he might become a contributor” (73). Regular readers of the New Yorker know 
that during the Christmas season the magazine publishes a comic full-page poem 
titled “Greetings, Friends!” Written in rhymed couplets, the poem highlights the 
names of people who made their mark in the preceding year. In “Greetings, Etc.,” 
which Updike published in the January 6, 1950, issue of Chatterbox, he mimics 
the style and format of the magazine’s annual feature. His baseball idol Ted Wil-
liams is mentioned, as are local and national politicians, classmates, stars of show 
business, and even Sam Spade: “Mayor Davis, Bob and Don, / Crosby, Bing and 
Chaney, Lon. / Jim Durante, Marvin Waid, / Harold Stassen, Samuel Spade.” He 
was all but writing for the New Yorker during his Chatterbox years, submitting 
poems and cartoons to magazines, enduring rejection, and waiting for confirma-
tion of his talent, which finally came in 1955 when White invited him to join the 
New Yorker’s staff. He was twenty-three years old. Similarly, Edward Streeter, a 
popular novelist and former staff member of the Lampoon in the Harvard class of 
1914, so appreciated Updike’s undergraduate writing that he contacted Harper and 
Brothers, the firm that would publish The Carpentered Hen (Begley 72). The line 
of Updike’s ascent from high school paper to university humor magazine was now 
extended to include the most admired magazine in the country and his first book.
	 The final key exhibit from Updike’s literary apprenticeship before I discuss rel-
evant items in Chatterbox is the untitled mystery novel he wrote during a summer 
but then abandoned. It was his first attempt to write long fiction. Begley identifies 
the year as 1948, “in the summer after he turned sixteen” (37). Yet Updike certifies 
the year as 1946: “It must have been composed in the summer, when I had the time; 
on the other side of one page is a poem signed ‘John Updike 8B,’ so I would place it 
in the summer between eighth and ninth grade, when I, with a March birthday, was 
fourteen years old” (Mandelbaum 422). An indication of his youthful reading and 
ambition while a member of the Chatterbox staff, the abandoned novel remained 
unpublished until 1993 when he agreed to its inclusion in Paul Mandelbaum’s 
anthology First Words.6
	 The isolation foisted on him when his mother moved the family to the Plowville 
farm in 1945 led Updike to seek means of escape, particularly during the summer 
months when he did not have the benefit of school, classmates, and Chatterbox. 
Writing, drawing, and reading were his ways out:

I [was] a fourteen-year-old boy lying on a red caneback sofa in Pennsylvania eating 
peanut-butter-and-raisin sandwiches . . . and reading one mystery novel after another. 
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Not just mysteries—Ellery Queen, Agatha Christie, John Dickson Carr, Ngaio Marsh, 
Erle Stanley Gardner—but an occasional international thriller, like Eric Ambler’s A 
Coffin for Demetrios [sic] and Graham Greene’s The Third Man. The idea of reading a 
non-genre novel, with its stodgy domestic realism and sissy fuss over female heartbreak, 
repelled me then, but I could lose myself all morning and afternoon in narratives of 
skulduggery, detection, and eventual triumphant justice. . . . Thrillers . . . offer the reader 
a firm contract: . . . we will go places our parents don’t take us . . . The reader’s essential 
safety, as he reclines on his red sofa, will not be breached. (Due Considerations 291)

Recall that in 1960 he paid homage to Christie in the poem “Agatha Christie and 
Beatrix Potter”: “You give us cozy scares and chases” (Collected Poems 309).
	 Escaping the farm via reading Gardner, Queen, and Christie prompted him to 
write a mystery, which he describes in First Words as “my first extended effort in 
fiction, except for some fables imitating Thurber’s” (Mandelbaum 422). Rereading 
his boyhood thriller in 1993, he was amused by its shortcomings: “the plot collapses 
with the second murder, though I remember I had an idea of a secret staircase and 
someone walking down it backwards, leaving apparently upward footprints” (422). 
Reading this recollection, one wonders whether Updike in his pre-teen years read 
the Hardy Boys series, the enduringly popular “boys’ books” first published in the 
1920s with such enticing titles as Footprints under the Window and The Secret Panel. 
Updike concedes: “I recognize myself all too well in this pubescent perpetrator 
of dialogue, facial descriptions, and—very transparently—suspense.” But then, 
switching from first person to third, he distances himself from the apprentice Up-
dike of 1946: “Seeking the clue-cluttered atmosphere of a classic detective puzzle, 
he created pure clutter and a glacial stasis of action. . . . He seems to have worked 
in some haste, and with a sticky [typewriter] machine” (Mandelbaum 422).
	 A first-person narrative, the untitled mystery opens with a sentence that is 
the young Updike’s version of how a writer of detective stories grabs the reader’s 
attention: “My employer, Manuel Citarro, pushed the letter across the desk at 
me” (Mandelbaum 423). The narrator, Tommy Mays, spouts similes of complaint 
with the flippant assurance of a teenager keenly aware of his wit: “I feel about as 
welcome as a toad in between the bedsheets” (425). Much of the novel develops 
via spare, tough guy dialogue, suggesting that at age fourteen Updike was familiar 
with the innovations of Hemingway’s “The Killers” (1926) and Dashiell Hammett’s 
The Maltese Falcon (1930):

	 “Did you close the windows in the kitchen?”
	 “No. My wife, the cook, does that,” the butler said quietly.
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	 “Were there many windows to close?”
	 “Really, sir, is this so important?”
	 “No.”
	 The butler quickly answered. “Yes there were. It was a very muggy day.”
	 “Okay. That’s all I want to know.” (Mandelbaum 443)

Updike even slips in the standard adolescent whine that youths are no worse today 
than in previous years: “The young generation, as you call it, may do seemingly 
alarming things in the eye’s [sic] of their parents, but didn’t those same parents 
alarm their parents years back. And when your children have children, those chil-
dren will think their parents quite old fuddie-duddies” (427).
	 To the initiated reader of Updike, parts of the novel are unintentionally funny. 
At one point the detective Manuel Citarro apologizes: “I’m afraid that I have been 
showing off ” (Mandelbaum 430). More amusing is the narrator’s description of 
an older woman: “It turned out she was writing a novel. That was not unusual. I 
never knew a woman like her who was not writing a novel” (431). As Updike points 
out in a note: “My mother, the only writer I knew [when a teenager], was long 
absorbed in a never-published novel about Juan Ponce de Leon, . . . and the house 
was full of books on Spain . . . Hence, no doubt, my sleuth’s Spanishness ” (428). 
Indeed, one cannot help but think of Linda Updike and her much researched but 
unpublished book when reading the account of the older woman. And surely the 
teenaged Updike portrays himself in this passage: “‘To tell you the truth, I am a 
great reader of detective fiction.’ He said this as if he were making a great confes-
sion. ‘I’m really very interested how a real detective lives’” (433). Referring to his 
character Citarro’s observation that “a person who commits one murder, will not 
hesitate to commit a second,” Updike wrote in 1993: “This wisdom comes straight 
from Agatha Christie, I believe” (463). He mocks his youthful self: “Talk about 
self-referentiality! I can’t seem to get over my excitement at being inside a mystery 
novel” (440).
	 The primary point, however, is the teenager’s commitment to his fledgling art. 
Despite the echoes of Hemingway and Christie, the “glacial” pace of the action, 
and the unintended humor apparent to readers conversant with his later career, he 
already cares about his craft. First Words reproduces a page of typescript on which 
the teenager drew a sketch in the corner to help him work out the locations of the 
characters relative to the secret staircase that was to be a prominent feature (469). 
More significant is the list of instructions to himself at the end of the typescript. In 
an essay about Gertrude and Claudius (2000), I described Updike as an artist who 
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“‘tinkered’ with his texts” even years after the initial publication (Greiner 1). The 
tendency to tinker began during the Chatterbox years. Emphasizing the mandate 
to revise observed by all serious authors, he headed the instructions in capital 
letters.

THINGS TO DO IN REWRITE
Have somebody show Mays, Stone and Citarro around house. Secret staircase. Have fact 
brought out that Crayne is an old admirer of Mrs. Halderman. Show more background 
and character emphasis. (Mandelbaum 468)

His seriousness about the demands of authorship, even when writing escapist genre 
fiction, was an early indication that “the sage of Plowville” knew what he wanted 
to do with his life. The foundation of his flight from the farm was art. His five-year 
involvement with Chatterbox, with its hundreds of poems, drawings, stories, and 
prose pieces, was the springboard that launched him toward the heights as one of 
the most honored of all American writers.

I I

The set of Chatterbox I examined, housed in the Ernest F. Hollings Special Col-
lections Library at the University of South Carolina, originally belonged to Barry 
Nelson, a member of Updike’s high school class of 1950, president of the student 
council, and sports editor of the newspaper. Updike mentions Nelson in a poem 
about the varsity basketball team, “On the Last Day of the Season,” published in 
the issue of February 17, 1950. The issues of 1949 and 1950 are particularly impor-
tant because they reflect Updike’s more confident work for the paper, previewing 
his literary successes at Harvard and in New York. A case in point is the two-line 
ditty “The Mags IV—The New Yorker” in the February 24, 1950, issue: “It would 
be pointless interjection / To list the merits of perfection” (8). In the “Mags” 
series of 1950, he humorously commented on the national magazines that had 
caught his attention in the 1940s. Although the New Yorker was clearly his favorite 
(“perfection”), he also featured Life ( January 27), Collier’s (February 3), National 
Geographic (February 10), the Saturday Evening Post (February 24), Esquire (March 
3), and Time (April 14). The series illustrates his careful perusal of American publi-
cations popular during his schoolboy years, but, more significantly, it demonstrates 
his determination to keep his eye on the prize: appearances in major journals as the 
fulfillment of his “hopes to write for a living.” His elevation of the New Yorker to the 
pinnacle of his aspirations is set off by his contrasting description of the Post, the 
best-selling, wholesome weekly forever associated with Norman Rockwell covers 
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and the short stories of F. Scott Fitzgerald. No “perfection” for the Post: Updike 
dismisses everything about it except the covers, including in his disdain the kind 
of short fiction of which Fitzgerald was a master. His satirical point is clear: the 
Post is little more than a coffee-table periodical purchased to bring “distinction” to 
a home. All “decorative hosts” subscribe to the Post. The final stanza is a pointed 
jab at what were once described as the “slicks”:

For though you may think
The articles stink
And likewise the shorts about lovers,
Nobody will try
To begin to deny
That it has the cutest darn covers. (8)

	 He did not make any sales to these widely read periodicals, but he did succeed 
in placing at least nine poems in his local newspaper and small magazines—a no-
table achievement for a teenager—between November 1948 and November 1950, 
by which time he was a contributor to the Lampoon.7 When Updike published 
“Versus on the Census” in the June 14, 1950, issue of the Reading (PA) Eagle, the 
editors commented: “Our stanza-spouting assistant, John Updike, possibly feeling 
a mistaken debt for the plug we gave him Monday, has come up with a contribution 
in cadence, of course, concerning the census” (24). Updike worked at the Eagle 
for several summers during his high school years. The editors’ “of course” suggests 
their amused acceptance of his status as the paper’s resident poet.
	 Four of the nine professionally published poems originally appeared in Chat-
terbox: “It Might Be Verse” ( January 7, 1949), “Move Over, Dodo” (April 28, 1950), 
“The Boy Who Makes the Blackboard Squeak” (February 17, 1950), and “The 
Bottle of Serutan” (April 1, 1950). Of particular note is “The Boy Who Makes 
the Blackboard Squeak,” which was also printed in the National Parent-Teacher 
Magazine (February 1950), an appropriate venue for a poem about a classroom 
prank. Rhyming couplets of rhythmic iambic tetrameter, enjambment, dramatic 
development: facility with these devices, all evident in this poem, would propel 
him to the Lampoon and beyond. Yet the importance of the poem is biographical.
	 Updike’s father, Wesley, was a longtime instructor at Shillington High and he 
was also Updike’s homeroom teacher for one year and his mathematics teacher for 
three (Plath 213). Just as Updike created a popular role for himself as the school 
clown, so the students revered Wesley as the faculty cutup. “The Boy Who Makes 
the Blackboard Squeak” is the adolescent Updike’s take on both his own classroom 
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antics and his amused father’s shrewdness. Wesley often sent his son to the black-
board to explain a math problem (De Bellis 14). This witty poem is an account 
of one of Updike’s visits to the board, but it is more notable as a tribute to his 
father’s insight. Updike was the star student at the school—“He never fails / To do 
his work”—but “inoffensive, even meek,” he is careful not to make a show of “his 
wisdom.” Rather, to divert classmates from his exceptional intelligence, he plays 
the jester and deliberately makes the blackboard squeak; the boys laugh, and the 
girls “half scream.”
	 The revelation of the point of view in this eighteen-line-poem, which at first 
seems to be the boy’s as he scrapes fingernails and chalk across the board, is cleverly 
delayed until line 11:

Amused, delighted (they still mind),
While I, the teacher, silent, grind
My teeth. Amazedly he wheels
Around. His martyred look appeals
To me to stop the shocking wave
Of sniggers. “You make them behave,”
He seems to say, not thinking I
Can see the twinkle in his eye.

The instructor easily sees through the boy’s affected innocence. The John-Wesley 
routine was a spectacle appreciated by the entire school. The February 10, 1950, 
issue of Chatterbox featured this exchange:

Mr. Freed: “Did your father help you with this problem, John?”
Updike: “No, he did it himself.” (6)

Wesley’s antics both pleased and embarrassed his son. A memory that resonates 
throughout Updike’s canon but especially in The Centaur (1963) was “[a] sense 
of pride, seeing him perform—because I saw him in high-school assemblies, and 
he was the funniest of the teachers and would say things which would make the 
whole auditorium roar with laughter. And I thought, crouching down in my seat, 
that that’s my dad and was kind of amazed” (Plath 214).
	 Half a century later, Updike wrote a tender homage to Wesley titled “My Father 
on the Verge of Disgrace” (1997). A simple sentence early in the story—“It was 
as a schoolteacher that I always knew him”—leads to the emotional conclusion: 
“Nothing but death could topple him, and even that not very far, not in my mind” 
(Collected Later Stories 645, 657). “The Boy Who Makes the Blackboard Squeak” 
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may be juvenilia, but it contains the germ of one of Updike’s most moving stories. 
Even as a high school student, he was already using his family as a key source of 
his art. The link between this early poem and his mature fiction confirms that he 
began to elevate the requirements of writing above his relations with people at the 
very beginning of his long career.
	 For the February 24, 1950 issue, he followed up this humorous poem with 
the serious “A Solid Geometry Student Looks at Learning (a triple cinquain).” A 
meditation on the finiteness of life and the infinity of mathematics, the poem is a 
confession not of uncertainty but faith. The final lines make the point:

our plane
of science, yet
is but a face upon
the great and sizeless solid that
is God. (8)

The contrast between the accessibility of plane geometry and the complexity 
of solid geometry suggests the assurance of something beyond life, leading the 
poet to accept mortality. God is always the immeasurable “solid.” With this poem 
Updike was prefiguring the conclusion of his story “Pigeon Feathers” (1960). The 
eye-catching aspect of the poem is, however, the form. How many teenagers can 
define a cinquain?
	 The sophistication of Updike’s schoolboy poetry is startling when contrasted 
with the efforts of his peers in Chatterbox. A few lines from a classmate’s sonnet 
“Why,” published in the March 4, 1949, issue, will suffice:

I sometimes sit and wonder why
The day must come for men to die,
The day the good must leave this land
By order of the mighty Hand. (7)

The monotonous rhythm and predictable rhymes continue for ten more lines. 
Like his classmate, Updike endured the fear, the uncertainty, the opaqueness of 
religion, but his treatment of these troubling issues is thoughtful, not to mention 
witty, as opposed to solemn. With “I Want a Lamp” and “Evangelist,” he bypassed 
Chatterbox in favor of publication in American Courier ( July 1, 1949, and October 10, 
1950, respectively). The second quatrain of “I Want a Lamp” accentuates the gulf 
between Updike’s classmate, who passively wonders why, and Updike, who actively 
seeks an answer:
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“I fear that you misunderstand me, sir.
Bold glare I abhor with the mole;
The lamp I would buy if I could, sir,
Would throw a strong light on my soul.” (11)

Searching for the light, the speaker requires guidance from “sir”—that is, God—
as to which lamp he should purchase. No spotlight on the self for this youthful 
seeker; what he needs is interior illumination. The key word in the stanza is “if.” 
The speaker is the willing supplicant denied a definitive answer. “I Want a Lamp” 
is Updike’s first step toward what would become in adulthood a reliance on the 
theology of Karl Barth, especially Barth’s argument that God is “wholly other”: 
that humanity cannot reach God, but God can touch humanity. In “Evangelist,” 
Updike satirizes the kind of ordained minister whom the author of “Why” looks 
to for blessed assurance:

He yells of Hell and dire doom,
Shrieks at the good and fearing;
Why should he, poor soul, assume
The Lord is hard of hearing? (36)

The evangelist’s “poor soul” needs a lamp.
	 When read in isolation, these poems are forgettable, though once judged good 
enough to be published in literary magazines. Yet for initiated readers of Updike, 
“I Want a Lamp” and “Evangelist” look toward his lifelong struggle with matters of 
faith, which he expressed in a variety of genres. As only several examples among 
many, I cite such stories as the early “Pigeon Feathers,” the middle-period “Made 
in Heaven” (1984), and the late “Varieties of Religious Experience” (2002); the 
sermon in the novel Of the Farm (1965); the poem “Seven Stanzas at Easter” (1960); 
the essay “On Being a Self Forever” (1989); and especially the extraordinary se-
quence of poems titled “Endpoint” (2009) that he wrote in the hospital while 
dying. The questions, the doubts, the searches for consolation were not outgrown 
after high school. They shaped him into the writer he became, who “wr[o]te for a 
living.” Thirty-five years after “I Want a Lamp” and “Evangelist,” he remarked, “I 
don’t want to be considered a Christian author. . . . I am simply a writer who goes 
to church. In moments of doubt, need, and in the boring moments of my life, I 
remind myself always that I pay homage with my writing” (Plath 175).
	 His Chatterbox poems are also an homage to the act of writing itself. He was 
a teenager who loved the complexities of vocabulary, punctuation, grammar, and 
rhyme. It is not surprising that his light verse often demonstrates the flexibility 
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language can have in the hands of the right person. “Move Over, Dodo” is a hymn 
to, of all things, punctuation. After its publication in Chatterbox, the poem appeared 
in the Florida Magazine of Verse (November 1950) when Updike was a freshman at 
Harvard. His dodo is the comma, a sign of punctuation that he fears, albeit comi-
cally, has been hounded to extinction by overly zealous grammarians who claim 
that Henry James indulged the inoffensive squiggle too pretentiously:

The comma, seen, of late, but rarely,
	 Was butchered, the grammarian claims,
By authors, hard of heart, who, barely,
	 Aped the master, Henry James.

The piling on of commas is, of course, the joke, which he extends in the second 
stanza when he wonders whether now, “for equality,” ellipses have also been over-
used, in order to exterminate the period “not singly but in groups of three . . .” (8).
	 In “The Last Word,” another declaration of linguistic wit, he salutes the diction-
ary and thesaurus. Published in the same issue of the Florida Magazine of Verse,8 
the poem humorously contrasts Webster and Roget:

“With words,” said Noah Webster, “I
	 Stand, no doubt, su-prem΄
(From Latin super: upper, high;
	 Pronounced to rhyme with scream).”

Roget retorts with equal cleverness that Webster tends to “Err, garble, underesti-
mate / Thesauri of today” (26). In “Notes on the Treatment of Typists” (Chatterbox 
2 Dec. 1949), Updike mocks himself as a “humble, bumbling rhymester” (8), but 
“Ode to Eke” (Chatterbox 6 May 1949) belies his self-denigration. In love with 
language, smitten by words, he writes in praise of his favorite word of the moment: 
eke. Here is the second stanza, with its clever interior rhyme consisting of the very 
words he uses to dismiss his talent in “Notes on the Treatment of Typists”:

For while I am quite fond of “qualm,”
The humble “bumble,” “cyst,” and some
Few others (“baffle” and “absurd”),
To me, dear “Eke” is The One Word. (8)

Despite Updike’s celebration of language, he was astute enough when a teenager to 
lament the irreversible damage that time wreaks on even the most notable styles, 
as illustrated in “Sonnet on Chaucer” (Chatterbox 14 Apr. 1950): “Chaucer [who] 
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never / Fashioned rhyme or meter clumsily” is today unreadable to most people 
except in “pale” translations. To our regret, we cannot “comprehend what should 
be / clear forever” (10). Reading this thoughtful poem on the mutability of style, 
one understands why the mature Updike expended so much effort and care on 
his prose and poetry.
	 From “Move Over, Dodo” and “The Last Word,” it was a short step to the high 
spots of The Carpentered Hen. Take, for example, “Capacity,” subtitled “capacity 
26 passengers—sign in a bus.” In an ingenious sixteen lines, Updike imagines 
the twenty-six passengers as the letters of the alphabet. The first line—that is, the 
first two bus riders—reads “Affable, bibulous.” The poems ends with Updike both 
delighting in vocabulary and showing off his skill:

seductive, tart, vert-
iginous, willowy,
xanthic (or yellow),
young, zebuesque are my
passengers fellow.
	 (Collected Poems 284)

It’s as if he were a kid again, back in the Chatterbox office, clowning around, en-
hancing his facility with dictionary and thesaurus, preparing himself to write for  
a living.
	 The apex of his tenure as the resident star of the school newspaper was the 
poetry and the drawings. Yet he also contributed editorials and reviews, most 
notably reviews not of books, as one might expect, but of films. As early as 1946, 
the year he wrote the unfinished detective novel, he reviewed Howard Hawks’s The 
Big Sleep (October 25, 1946). His appreciation of detective fiction was still keen. 
Praising the “superb acting” and “excellent photography,” he reserved his highest 
plaudits for the chemistry between Humphrey Bogart and Lauren Bacall: “At first 
Humphrey and Lauren find each other annoying, and not until the first carton of 
shots is fired do they begin to see the light. But when they do, however, the glare 
is enough to blind an old, well-seasoned potato” (5). He was all of fourteen years 
old when he wrote this review.9 Perspicacity and wit were the signposts of his high 
school years.
	 Updike was a movie fan. In adulthood it was not unusual for him to mention, 
for example, Doris Day in the early story “Home” (1960) and later write a long 
essay-review of her autobiography.10 He used the complexity of 2001: A Space 
Odyssey to satirize the uncomprehending Janice and Harry Angstrom in Rabbit 
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Redux (1971). He kept current with American movies. Yet in “The Movies,” his 
editorial for the February 10, 1950, issue of Chatterbox, he also displayed a clear-eyed 
awareness of the change in European films after World War II when he contrasted 
Italian neo-realism with Hollywood pablum: “Thus Italian cameramen choose a 
bunch of amateurs and get a great story, while Hollywood builds the Colosseum 
out of plaster, pays a pretty star $100,000 to don beggar’s clothes, and produces 
pretentious, meaningless junk” (2). The distance between Vittorio De Sica (Bicycle 
Thieves) and Cecil B. DeMille (The Ten Commandments) was wide indeed, and he 
spotted it.
	 By 1949–1950 he was more than a casual moviegoer. His most engaging, 
thoughtful review for Chatterbox is “Hamlet Reviewed (an orgy of superlatives)” 
(February 25, 1949). Declaring that Laurence Olivier’s film is “perhaps the great-
est ‘Hamlet’ that will ever be produced in any medium,” he nevertheless criticizes 
Eileen Herlie’s portrayal of Gertrude as “wanting.” The dismissal of Herlie may 
be smug, coming as it does from a teenager, but it is expressed with confidence: 
“She was competent, but in such a film competency amounts to inadequacy” (5). 
Reading this review, one asks how many other high school students would have 
even bothered to see Hamlet (which won the Oscar for Best Picture), much less 
comment knowledgeably on “the mist, the massive and impressive castle, the 
ghost, the close-ups, the angle shots, the closed-mouth soliloquies.” Updike boldly 
asserts that Olivier makes “it appear as though Shakespeare was writing for the 
movies all along” (5). Here is the starting point for his erudite late novel Gertrude 
and Claudius. The award-winning critic that Updike became while writing for the 
New Yorker and New York Review of Books was already evident in his decisiveness 
about Olivier’s Hamlet. With the advantage of hindsight, one realizes that he was 
all but preparing for Harry Levin’s famous course in Shakespeare at Harvard even 
before completing his junior year at Shillington High.
	 If Shillington remained the touchstone of his life, Chatterbox was the fount of 
his accomplishment. When he collected eleven of his early tales in Olinger Stories: A 
Selection in 1964, he clarified in the foreword that “[t]he name [Olinger] is audibly 
a shadow of ‘Shillington,’” and added: “I bind these stories together as one ties 
up a packet of love letters that have been returned” (v, vi). Twenty years later, he 
published the reminiscence “A Soft Spring Night in Shillington” in the New Yorker 
(December 24, 1984) before revising it for the first chapter of Self-Consciousness: A 
Memoir (1989). The essay is a love note to his hometown that begins with Updike 
describing how he “spent an evening walking the sidewalks of Shillington, Penn-
sylvania, searching for the meaning of my existence,” and concludes: “A fortunate 
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life, of course—college, children, women, enough money, minor fame. But it had 
all, from the age of thirteen on, felt like not quite my idea.11 Shillington, its idle al-
leys and darkened foursquare houses, had been my idea” (Self-Consciousness 3, 41).
	 Shillington supplied the locale, the people, and the memories, and Chatterbox 
provided the first outlet for his writing. In 1985, he recalled to an interviewer: “I be-
gan by writing a lot of light verse, light verse for the high-school literary magazine. 
It was a weekly called The Chatterbox. I think I began about 15. Verse seems easier to 
do when you’re a teenager. A short story seems enormous. Ten or 15 pages of prose 
when you’re 15 seems like an endless waste, but you could do a light verse poem” 
(Plath 165). And that is precisely what he did. The witty poems, the reviews, the 
drawings all shaped Updike during the years he devoted to creating for Chatterbox 
and propelled him first to the Lampoon and the New Yorker, and then to an award-
winning literary career that more than matched his “hopes to write for a living.”

NOTES

	 1. In 1945, when Updike was thirteen, his mother (Linda Updike) forced the family to move to 
Plowville, eleven miles from Shillington, to live in the sandstone farmhouse where she was born. As 
Adam Begley remarks, “For Linda Updike to regain her childhood paradise, her son had to relinquish 
his” (33). In “The Season of Mud” (Chatterbox 14 April 1949), Updike wrote an indirect but wry repudia-
tion of life on the farm. Rejecting poets who, “for ages,” have written of spring “with awe,” he protests:

But I am a killjoy, a boob, and a dud,
For I think of Spring as the season of mud,
Of wasps and the rain and perpetual dew,
Of swatters and flies and snails oozing goo. (7)

	 2. See Wright (172–78) and De Bellis (118–29) for contrasting lists of Updike’s contributions to 
Chatterbox.
	 3. For a discussion of Updike’s work for the Lampoon, see McCoy.
	 4. Updike says in the foreword that he contributed forty or so poems to the Lampoon, whereas 
Begley concludes that the correct number is sixty.
	 5. In 1962, eight years after leaving Harvard, Updike wrote “Widener Library, Reading Room,” a 
poem that is nostalgic rather than comic. It remained uncollected for thirty years until it was included 
in Collected Poems 1953–1993. Testifying to Updike’s youthful determination to succeed as a writer, the 
key lines are:

Mater, behold your son, not prodigal
But having, eager pen in hand, done all
Your discipline implied; . . . (33)

	 6. Five years later, when he was a sophomore at Harvard, he began a novel titled “Willow,” but 
“I gave it up—wisely” (Plath 165).
	 7. These included “It Might Be Verse,” Reflections (November-December 1948); “Parking Poem,” 
Reading (PA) Eagle (1950; date unknown); and “The Bottle of Serutan,” Reflections (March-April 
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1950) (De Bellis and Broomfield 344). The other six poems (“Versus on the Census,” “The Boy Who 
Makes the Blackboard Squeak,” “I Want a Lamp,” “Evangelist,” “Move Over, Dodo,” and “The Last 
Word”) are discussed in this essay.
	 8. In his author’s note for this issue, Updike wrote: “Poetry, of which I have written far too much, 
shares my interest with prose, cartooning, mathematics, philosophy, and the outcome of the American 
League pennant race. I am a native Pennsylvanian, though at the moment I am a freshman at Harvard. 
My age is 18 and I feel every year of it” (26).
	 9. Updike switched from Philip Marlowe and The Big Sleep to Sam Spade and The Maltese Falcon 
for the May 12, 1950, issue of Chatterbox when he published the four-line ditty “Ha Ha Sam Spade 
You Slay Me” (16).
	 10. “Suzie Creamcheese Speaks,” rev. of Doris Day: Her Own Story, by A. E. Hotchner, in Hugging 
the Shore, 791–801. For Updike’s several essays about movie theaters, Hollywood stars, and film, see 
the section titled “Movies” in More Matter, 641–66.
	 11. The life that “felt like not quite my idea” was the life that Linda Updike unyieldingly planned for 
her son. She was obsessively determined that Updike would “fly,” would escape the small-town world 
of Shillington that she detested and he loved. All he wanted at the time, of course, was to escape not 
Shillington but Plowville and his mother’s farm. The short story “Flight” is an account of their clash.
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The Long Goodbye: The Role of 
Memory in John Updike’s Late  
Short Fiction

MATTHEW SHIPE

Has anywhere since so engrossed you in its ocean of details? The detail, the 
immensity of the detail, the force of the detail, the weight of the detail—the 
rich endlessness of detail surrounding you in your young life like the six feet 
of dirt that’ll be packed on your grave when you’re dead.

—Philip Roth, American Pastoral

One of the quirks of real human memory is that the most vivid, detailed recall 
doesn’t usually concern the things that are most germane. The as it were for-
est. It’s not just that real memory is fragmentary; I think it’s also that overall 
relevance and meaning are conceptual, while the experiential bits that get 
locked down and are easiest, years later, to retrieve tend to be sensory. We live 
inside bodies, after all.

—David Foster Wallace, The Pale King

When John Updike died in January 2009, two months shy of his seventy-seventh 
birthday, he left behind an immense body of work that had secured his place 
among the most significant American writers of the post-1945 era. Among his 
contemporaries perhaps only Philip Roth, Toni Morrison, and Don DeLillo have 
come close to providing as comprehensive an account of postwar experience. 
Adam Gopnik observes that Updike was “one of the greatest of all modern writ-
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ers, the first American writer since Henry James to get himself fully expressed, the 
man who broke the curse of incompleteness that had haunted American writing” 
(36). Gopnik’s emphasis on Updike’s continued productivity through the end 
of his life—his last novel, The Widows of Eastwick, appeared only a few months 
before his death and several of the poems in Endpoint were written as he under-
went treatment for lung cancer—is appropriate considering the degree to which 
his industriousness as a writer and critic distinguishes his career. During his final 
decade, Updike maintained an astonishingly steady pace, producing five novels, a 
novella, a volume of short fiction, two collections of poetry, a massive volume of 
criticism, and a collection of art criticism.
	 Despite his sustained productivity, critical interest in Updike’s late work has 
been relatively subdued—especially when compared to the robust critical response 
to Roth’s most recent novels—and little consensus has emerged about the quality 
and value of much of his fiction after Rabbit at Rest (1990).1 Part of the problem in 
assessing Updike’s late work—a prolonged period that I would argue begins with 
the final Rabbit novel and the stories commemorating his mother’s death—stems 
from the sheer amount of material he produced in his last two decades. Perhaps 
more than any other factor, his mother’s passing in 1989 was the impetus behind 
Updike’s heightened attempt in his late fiction to preserve his past, her death 
making the need to conserve his own history more nakedly apparent.2 Critics, 
however, frequently construed Updike’s late novels and stories as lesser retreads of 
prior successes. Typical of this lukewarm response is Michiko Kakutani’s review of 
Villages (2004), in which she argues that the novel simply “reconnoiters old terri-
tory,” resulting in “a novel that amounts to little more than a weary exercise in the 
recycling of frayed and shop-worn material” (B31, B41). While there is a degree 
of truth to this critique, I would contend that, far from being exhausted, Updike 
produced some significant (and overlooked) fiction during the final stage of his 
career, and that in many ways in his late work he makes the most explicit case for 
how readers should approach the cultural project that he pursued over the course 
of his career. Updike’s sustained reassessment of his life in his late fiction and his 
willingness to continue mining the same terrain—the texture of life in small-town 
Pennsylvania, the isolation of the rural farmhouse, the vitality and loneliness of 
the suburban village—ultimately deepens the portrait of both his and his nation’s 
identity that emerges throughout his oeuvre.
	 Much of Updike’s late fiction, then, can be read as a long goodbye to the town 
that helped forge his sense of himself, with Updike continuing his struggle to pre-
serve in print “his” Shillington, his sandstone farmhouse, and the five inhabitants 
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it had sheltered before they, and their memory, forever vanished. My aim here, 
however, is not to provide a comprehensive reassessment of Updike’s late work; 
the work he produced in the wake of Rabbit at Rest is too diverse to be discussed 
within the constraints of a single article.3 The value of Updike’s late period, I argue, 
remains most readily apparent in his short fiction, the genre in which his talents as 
a writer are perhaps most fully felt. In their careful reconsideration of past themes 
and characters, Updike’s late short stories expose the ephemeral nature of memory 
that defines our understanding of ourselves and our history. Not surprisingly, 
childhood memories loom large in his late short fiction, as his protagonists revisit 
and recalibrate their relationship to the past. In the essay “Five Days in Finland at 
the Age of Fifty-Five,” Updike noted, “As I get older, my childhood self becomes 
more accessible to me, but selectively, in images as stylized and suspect as mo-
ments remembered from a novel read years ago” (Odd Jobs 3). Indeed, Updike’s 
final three story collections—The Afterlife (1994), Licks of Love (2000), and the 
posthumously published My Father’s Tears (2009)—are dominated by stories that 
return to his childhood and adolescence as well as the Pennsylvania landscape that 
he had rendered in his earliest fiction.4
	 On the broadest level, Updike’s memories of Shillington provided him with a 
wealth of raw materials from which he was able to construct his enormous oeuvre, a 
body of work that carefully preserves the sensations of a life lived in America during 
the last two-thirds of the twentieth century. Updike’s most significant late stories 
are those in which his protagonists revisit Olinger, returning at various stages of 
their personal and professional lives (married, divorced, remarried, retired) to the 
town that shaped their most fundamental sense of the world. “The basic treasure 
of his life was buried back there, in the town of Olinger,” Updike writes of David 
Kern in “Lunch Hour” (1995), “and he kept hoping to uncover it” (Licks of Love 
16). The Olinger stories that he composed in the years after his mother’s death, 
however, are not so much propelled by the guilt of having left (as the early stories 
partially are) but instead by a seemingly insatiable desire to re-experience the past, 
the act of composition allowing Updike to relive his memories of Shillington. 
As his characters aged and consequently abandoned the pursuit of new sexual 
experiences, the desire for eternal life that once gripped them was replaced by the 
desire to go back to the past, and they delighted in replaying all the unasked ques-
tions whose answers have been lost to time. Indeed, Updike’s late Olinger stories 
are not so much an explicit quest to better understand the past, to uncover some 
singular “truth” about Shillington or his parents or himself, but instead a lush and 
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deliberate re-evocation of the past, Updike relishing in bringing the world of his 
youth momentarily back to life through the act of writing.
	 Throughout his late short fiction, however, Updike appears acutely aware of 
how in writing (and rewriting) his personal history, he is also recording America’s. 
In stories such as “My Father on the Verge of Disgrace” (1997), Updike correlates 
the financial uncertainty that plagued his family during his childhood with the 
nation’s experience during the Depression; similarly, he casts his dismay at the 
violence of the late 1960s and the slow demise of his first marriage (his separation 
from his first wife neatly corresponding with Nixon’s resignation) as representative 
of his generation’s experience. In After the End of History: American Fiction in the 
1990s, Samuel Cohen argues that novels such as Roth’s American Pastoral, Morri-
son’s Paradise, and DeLillo’s Underworld “construct their own histories, exploring 
the national past to investigate the process whereby what happened has become 
history. In other words, these novels don’t just do history: they reflect historically 
on the making of historical narrative, examining how the times in which we live 
shape the way we understand the past” (3–4). Focusing on what Linda Hutcheon 
has termed “historiographic metafiction,” Cohen considers how these writers’ 
post–Cold War work “tells a story about the effect of historical forces on the lives 
of individual characters and on the way they construct their understanding of 
their personal and national pasts, and each sees this act of construction as deeply 
shaped by dominant national narratives” (28).5
	 We can see Updike attempting something similar in his late short fiction as his 
aging male protagonists attempt to revisit and, at times, reconstruct their pasts. 
While largely a realist in his short fiction, Updike adopts a more postmodern view 
in his later fiction, seeing history as a series of competing and problematic narra-
tives that can never fully capture the texture of the past.6 History’s limitations can 
be felt throughout his late short fiction as Updike reconsiders the significance of 
his past and the historiographic value of the material he had preserved through-
out his collected short fiction. These later stories do not necessarily offer a more 
accurate version of the past, but instead a slightly reformulated perspective that 
is inescapably colored by the circumstances of the present moment. Compared 
with earlier collections such as Museums and Women (1972) and Problems (1979), 
volumes in which Updike chronicles in real time the upheaval in his private life, 
his final three collections are largely retrospective in approach, with the present 
often appearing of less and less interest to his aging male characters. “He felt he 
had been useful enough, in his life, and had seen enough people,” Updike observes 
of the protagonist of “The Afterlife” (1986), the title story in his 1994 collection.
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He was going through the motions, and all the younger people around him knew it. 
When he spoke, his voice sounded dubbed, not quite his own. There were, it had re-
cently come to him, vast areas of the world he no longer cared about—Henry James, 
for example, and professional ice hockey, and nuclear disarmament. He did not doubt 
that within these areas much excitement could be generated, but not for him, never-
more. (Afterlife 15)

	 This feeling of exhaustion, which extends to matters both personal and political, 
is one of the distinguishing qualities of Updike’s late fiction, and it perhaps partially 
accounts for the ambivalent (and at times hostile) reaction that greeted much 
of the work he produced after Rabbit at Rest. In “How Was It, Really?” (1999), a 
story that appeared in Licks of Love, Don Fairbairn struggles to recall the details of 
his first marriage—“the broad middle stretch of his life, when he was living with 
his first wife and helping her, however distractedly, raise their children” (Licks 
141). Another reworking of the divorced and remarried character who appears 
throughout Updike’s later fiction,7 Don is unsettled by how little he remembers 
of his life with his first wife, Alissa, his recollection of their two decades together 
having been reduced to a few dazzling memories. The mundane chores that he 
realizes he must have performed as a father and husband appear unreal from the 
distance of thirty years:

The heating, electricity, telephone, and water bills—he could not see himself writing 
a single check, but he must have written many, all cashed, cancelled, and stored in 
Alissa’s attic, along with the slides, the scrapbooks, the school reports and tinted school 
photographs that had accumulated over twenty-two years of days, each with its ups 
and downs, its mishaps, its sniffles, its excited tales told by children venturing toward 
adulthood, through a world that on every side was new to them. Don had lost the 
anatomy. He was like an astronomer before the Voyagers, before the Hubble telescope, 
working with blurs. (147)

Even though it is a minor story in his oeuvre, “How Was It, Really?” is a useful 
starting point for considering Updike’s late short fiction; the emphasis Don places 
on the past and his seeming discomfort in the present are typical of Updike’s late 
characters. “It frightens me,” Don acknowledges to one of his daughters toward 
the story’s conclusion, “how little I remember” (147). His confession, however, is 
somewhat misleading, suggesting that he is merely distraught over his diminishing 
grasp on the past. In his brief mention of the story, William H. Pritchard highlights 
this line, commenting of Don: “But his creator is not similarly forgetful” (307). 
And though this is true enough, Pritchard’s response does not adequately indicate 



64  T h e  J o h n  Up d i k e  R e v i e w

the real sense of loss that surfaces in Updike’s late short fiction. While the bulk of 
Don’s memories of his former domestic life have evaporated, his ability to recall 
the exquisite painfulness of certain moments appears far from diminished: “This 
at least was vivid in Don’s memory, the way his former wife’s eyes would become 
livelier and her cheeks, a bit sallow normally, would redden and her lips, usually 
pursed and pensive, would dance into quips and laughter when Jim [her lover] 
was near or in prospect” (Licks 142). Such heightened memory is characteristic 
of Updike’s male protagonists. Even though he can no longer recall the bulk of his 
experience as a father, Don desperately clings to his memories of guilt and desire; 
the remembrance of a drunken night when, distraught at the end of an affair, he 
kept his older son awake by playing a record all night long remains particularly 
precious—though he is unsure after twenty years whether the record was Ray 
Charles’s “Born to Lose” or the Supremes’ “Stop! In the Name of Love” (147–48).
	 Especially valuable to Don are his recollections of the suburban parties he and 
his first wife attended. Nearly weekly events, rife with sexual intrigue and marital 
dissatisfaction, the parties are meticulously recalled. Having had to quit drinking 
because of “weight, liver, conflicting pills” (Licks 142), he lovingly remembers the 
drinks he used to enjoy, his painstaking memories providing his only connection 
to a lost past of heightened social and sexual stimulation. From a diminished 
present, Don has come to perceive the period in which he attended these parties, 
events that preoccupied his inner life during his twenties and thirties, as the time 
when he was most alive, bristling with anticipation of what would happen next. 
Reminiscent to an extent of F. Scott Fitzgerald’s recollections of the twenties in 
stories such as “Babylon Revisited,” Don nostalgically yearns for the social unity, 
the sense of hopefulness, which he now associates with these social gatherings—
“the pantry’s round-shouldered array of half-gallon bottles from the liquor mart 
beside the superette, the cost of liquor a kind of dues you cheerfully paid for mem-
bership in the unchartered club of young couples” (143). Despite his knowledge 
of the many divorces that were a result of the affairs that such parties encouraged, 
he desires the optimism, the sense of infinite possibility, that he associates with his 
youth: “That was how it was, how it had been, the living moment awash with beauty 
ignored in the quest for a better moment, slightly elsewhere, with some slightly 
differing other, while the weeds grew in the peony beds, and dust balls gathered 
beneath the sofa, and the children, unobserved, plotted their own escapes, their 
own elsewheres” (150).
	 The Fitzgerald comparison is a useful one as it illuminates the mixture of 
tragic awareness and nostalgia that informs much of Updike’s late short fiction. 



m at t h e w  s h i p e   65

Donald J. Greiner makes a similar observation: “I find Updike’s curious, striking 
double vision toward the gray cold war years similar to Fitzgerald’s equally accurate 
double vision toward the glittering lost-generation years—longing to return to the 
dance but always critical of the costs” (196). Like Charlie in “Babylon Revisited,” 
whose memories of the twenties are tinged with longing, Don oscillates between 
a realistic assessment of his past and a yearning to have his past returned to him. 
Although the sense of tragedy is far less pronounced in Updike’s story—Don’s 
remarriage appears to be successful and he remains in relatively good standing 
with his children—Don nevertheless compulsively clings to his memories of the 
bygone gatherings as precious artifacts from a more vital period of his life.
	 While Don’s feelings of nostalgia appear more pronounced as the story pro-
gresses, his impulse to undo the past, to correct the mistakes of his first marriage, 
counter-intuitively subsides. Invited by his daughter to a party on a boat, he and 
his second wife serving as representatives of “the older generation,” he feels out of 
place and attempts “to hide among the drinking young couples, to whom he had 
nothing to say” (Licks 148, 149). The man whom Don is supposed to entertain, “one 
of those odious exultant retirees with a face creased and thickened by an all-year 
tan,” repulses him, leaving him free to roam the party as a silent observer (149). 
Drawn to the pockets of young women, observing them as if in a museum exhibit, 
he is reminded of his past and of the vitality now absent from his life. Remaining 
detached from the party, Don finds himself not so much sexually attracted to these 
women as aroused by the possibility they embody—the fertility and secrets they 
contain within themselves. Inhaling the air from the sea, the scent of salt evocative 
of sex, he briefly experiences his old vitality. As he observes the young women, 
the difference between his two wives, a difference that once seemed of immense 
importance, suddenly appears less distinct, almost arbitrary:

It had been at parties like this that he had gotten to know Vanessa Langley, her and her 
socially voracious husband. The similarity of her name to Alissa’s had been one of the 
attractions; she would be a wife with a “v” added, for vim and vigor, for vivacity and 
vagina and victory. He had fallen in love with her, she had fallen with him, and here 
they were, on board together, more than twenty years later. (149) 

The past two decades suddenly collapse; any distinct memories of his past appear 
to end with his decision to leave his first marriage. While he does not exhibit regret 
for having married Vanessa, there is the sense that his second marriage, lacking the 
fertility and sexual anxiety that defined his first, is ultimately of less consequence. 
The story concludes:
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Don thought of confiding . . . how magically strange he had found it to be again among 
fertile women, with all the excitement that bred. He might in his youthful cruelty have 
once said something like this to Alissa—anything to get her to respond, to get the 
blood flowing—but between Vanessa and him there had come to prevail the tact of 
two cripples, linked victims of time (151).

There is, of course, something highly self-indulgent, perhaps masturbatory, about 
the way characters like Don caress their guilt, their evocations allowing them to 
psychologically re-experience the pleasures of their (sexual) past. Nevertheless, 
there is also something nourishing that replenishes them, the caressing of their 
memories providing a replacement for the loss of new sexual experience that is 
the consequence of aging. On this point, it’s worth noting how remarkably faithful 
Updike’s remarried protagonists are—the act of recalling the past in some sense 
replaces adultery as their favorite pastime. 
	 Although Don remains all too aware that his fragmented memories are not 
fully representative of the past, the story suggests that the mechanisms of guilt, 
like the art of fiction, provide a means of conceptualizing and staying in touch with 
the past. By isolating individual moments—“the way his former wife’s eyes would 
become livelier . . . and her lips, usually pursed and pensive, would dance into quips 
and laughter when Jim was near”—Don enables remembered details to replace a 
much larger and ambiguous history. In their imagined, isolated state, the details 
become distorted and seemingly more complex. Memory, then, is not an accurate 
representation of events but a thing all its own whose significance comes from the 
complexity of its design, the amount of information contained in its details. In 
this sense, Updike’s stories are—to borrow the title of one of his most overlooked 
stories—carefully constructed “guilt-gems” that allow him to convert his own 
amorphous guilt, a product of his Christian upbringing, into something crystallized 
and manageable, an aesthetic object to which he can return whenever he desires.
	 What distinguishes stories like “How Was It, Really?” and Updike’s late short 
fiction more broadly is how the cultivation of guilt—the transformation of frag-
mented memories into elaborate aesthetic objects—is tied into a larger argument 
about the failure of both private memory and public history to preserve the tex-
ture of the past. It is a critique of history that emerges most fully in Updike’s 1992 
novel Memories of the Ford Administration, and before returning to the late stories 
I would like to suggest how this novel articulates the historiographic argument 
that governs much of that work. Unfairly overlooked among Updike’s post-Rabbit 
efforts, Memories of the Ford Administration is vital to understanding his late work, 
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as it offers a sustained meditation on the nature of memory and history, illustrating 
Updike’s conviction that the past can never be fully understood or brought back 
to life.8 The novel centers on Alfred Clayton, a professor at a small junior college, 
and his attempts to recall his memories of the presidency of Gerald Ford and to 
write the definitive biography of President James Buchanan. As a title, Memories 
of the Ford Administration is a bit of a misnomer, for though Alf is a history profes-
sor, he ultimately has little interest in, or recollection of, the public history of the 
Ford years. However, he can recall his sexual memories of the era with a startling 
clarity: “One of my memories of the Ford years—indeed, the one that has next 
priority in this accounting, elbowing its way to the head of the line—is of a wet 
cunt nipping, as it were, at the small of my back as a naked woman settled herself 
astride my waist to give me an allegedly relaxing shoulder rub” (15). Through 
Alf ’s failure to complete his Buchanan biography, Updike suggests that history 
is maddeningly ineffective in explicating the personal and political implications 
of the past. “I hate history!” Alf the historian admits in a bracketed note inserted 
into his failed Buchanan manuscript. “Nothing is simple, nothing is consecutive, 
the record is corrupt. Further, the me inside these brackets appears no wiser than 
the one outside them, though he (the former) is fifteen years older” (307).9
	 Alf ’s failure to recall the specifics of his life during the Ford years and to com-
plete his Buchanan biography, however, should not be read as a nihilistic evalu-
ation of history’s ultimate worth; Updike affirms the value of chronicling and 
commemorating the private (and often sexual) moments of individual history 
that often remain inaccessible or are ignored by historians. Instead of attempting 
to recount the public history of the Ford Administration, Alf argues for the im-
portance of “living memories and impressions: the untampered-with testimony of 
those of us fortunate enough to have survived . . . the Ford Administration” (8–9). 
It is an argument for the significance of Updike’s largely private fiction that emerges 
most clearly in Alf ’s attempt to chronicle the death of Ann Coleman, the woman 
who had been Buchanan’s fiancée and whose apparent suicide from a laudanum 
overdose haunted Buchanan for the rest of his life. “Miss Coleman,” James Schiff 
notes, “represents the millions of individuals who have vanished into the darkness 
and obscurity of unwritten history. She is the projection of what the reader may 
become: a body, soul, and name lost in the void” (137). The extended passage 
describing Ann’s suicide, singled out by both Schiff and Pritchard, is perhaps the 
novel’s high point. Alf ’s narrative brilliantly captures the contradictory impulses 
and physical sensations of the young woman’s final moments:
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How marvelous, Ann reflects, that a fact so blazingly obvious—God’s tireless inexhaust-
ible love—should be hidden from us in all but a few moments of our earthly lives. Thus, 
chinks in the walls of a cellar admit stark evidence of day. . . . Goodness and the lucid 
perception of goodness fill Ann like a magic liquid poured into a woman-shaped flask, 
and then like iron gone solid in its motionless mold of sand and clay. (135)

As a proper historical account of Coleman’s suicide, Alf ’s work is obviously prob-
lematic, more a work of historical fiction than anything else. 
	 While there is certainly a touch of the absurd in Alf ’s attempt to resurrect Ann 
Coleman—his description of the intricacies of the anatomy of her foot (136–37) 
is typical of the excesses that pervade his aborted text—the impulse behind his 
narrative is worth considering. His inability to know the mundane details of Ann’s 
existence—how she used the toilet before going to bed, what type of nightgown 
she wore—causes Alf to fail in his attempt to resurrect her via history. Regardless 
of how much research he does, the past will remain strangely other and foreign to 
him; regardless of how much he learns about Coleman and Buchanan, they will 
always belong to the past, unable to be brought completely back to life. Updike’s 
fiction, on the other hand, offers itself as the antidote to this problem, preserving 
the smallest of sensations so that his life will be accessible to future generations. 
In an interview with Dick Cavett conducted soon after the novel’s publication, 
Updike observed that “the overall point of the book, if it has an overall point, is 
the way that neither history (the determined study of past events) nor memory (in 
the form of nostalgia) can really bring back the past” (Plath 233). Indeed, Memories 
of the Ford Administration is not so much about America in the seventies as about 
the inability to remember the past fully and repossess it, a failure highlighted by 
the final sentence, a confession that nicely symbolizes the conception of history 
that runs throughout the novel: “The more I think about the Ford Administration, 
the more it seems I remember nothing” (369).
	 This failure of memory to recover the past points to the true significance of 
Updike’s late short fiction, Alf ’s fading memory illuminating the value of the 
material preserved in the short stories. “Little trace of our attempt remains,” Alf 
notes of his affair with Genevieve toward the novel’s conclusion, “a false start or 
two in several lawyers’ files, some love letters lost in an attic or turned to ash, a 
few displaced calcium molecules in my deteriorating memory cells. Our heaving 
spirits displace little matter; the past, insofar as it consists of human feelings, mostly 
vanishes, less enduring than recycled nitrogen” (361). While Alf ’s remarks suggest 
the ephemeral essence of human existence, Updike continually combats the effects 
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of time in his short fiction. What lies at the heart of human history for Updike, 
and what history and memory are ineffective in fully recovering, is guilt. At one 
point in the novel, Alf, irritated by Genevieve’s reference to her deconstructionist 
husband, points to the significance of guilt in human history: “As I understand it, 
if you deconstruct history you take away its reality, its guilt, and for me its guilt is 
the most important thing about it—guilt and shame, I mean, as a final substratum 
of human reality” (103).
	 While Memories of the Ford Administration mourns the failure of memory and 
history, Updike’s late short fiction—and especially the stories that return to Penn-
sylvania—operate as something of a safeguard against that failure as the stories 
endeavor to conserve remnants of the past. Returning home for his fiftieth high 
school reunion in “The Walk with Elizanne” (2001), David Kern, the character 
first introduced as a young boy in “Pigeon Feathers” (1960), marvels at how “[t]he  
geography of Olinger had been woven into him, into the muscles that pushed his 
bicycle and pulled his sled” (My Father’s Tears 50). Recalling in the opening pages 
of his memoir Self-Consciousness (1989) the photographs his mother had taken dur-
ing his childhood, Updike marvels: “Without those accumulating photographs my 
past would have vanished, year after year. Instead, it accumulated, loose in a set of 
shoeboxes, in no order, and because of its randomness ever fresh, ever stunning: 
shuffled windows into a sunlit abyss” (12). The image here seems to encapsulate 
the way the past continually presents itself in Updike’s late short fiction; these 
stories can perhaps best be understood as snapshots that the author has plucked 
from his memory, each one offering a somewhat different perspective on the past 
that allows the protagonist to once again bring to life a vanquished world and 
experience it in the present. “You posited a new stratum on the basis of a single 
shard,” a dying colleague tells Ferguson, an archeologist, in “The Egg Race” (1977), 
a story that in many ways anticipates the way memory presents itself in Updike’s 
late short fiction. “What does that do to the death pits of Level Twelve? You’ve 
displaced an entire population by three or four centuries” (Problems 235). It is a 
criticism, of course, that has been leveled against Updike’s fiction—that a solipsistic 
obsession with his past has led him to ignore the wider social history of America 
in the twentieth century. Nevertheless, the colleague’s criticism is revealing of 
how Updike’s short fiction operates, of how he was able to use “a single shard” of 
memory as a way back into the world of the past.10 Ferguson’s memory of the egg 
race—a children’s contest—not only provides a way back into the past, but it also 
becomes an organizing metaphor from which he can reformulate his relationship 
to his past, the difference in perspective yielding new insights.
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	 The image of a shoebox of disorganized family photographs also nicely il-
lustrates the associational quality of Updike’s imagination, the way in which each 
new story preserves yet another perspective on the past—the story’s significance 
emerging in how it reverberates with his earlier fiction. In her review of The Early 
Stories, Lorrie Moore argues that Updike’s short fiction could be read as the “great 
novel” he never composed, “in which we see a masculine sensibility grow and drift 
and cry out through the disparately aching stages of life” (16). Moore’s observation 
suggests what is to be gained from reading Updike’s short fiction as a cohesive body 
of work—one that does not necessarily progress linearly but instead doubles back 
on itself. In his late short fiction, Updike explicitly returned to the protagonists 
(David Kern, Allen Dow, Joey Robinson) that he had employed in his early Olinger 
stories, a move that invites a recursive reading of his collected short fiction. While 
such a doubling back may not seem remarkable—a similar argument can be made 
about Wordsworth or Whitman’s late work—the unique achievement of Updike’s 
lifelong engagement with the materials of his own existence only becomes fully 
apparent when later stories such as “The Walk with Elizanne” are read alongside 
his earlier fiction. Updike’s notion of himself remained inextricably intertwined 
with his memory of Shillington. This perspective could be viewed as solipsistic, 
but as Marshall Boswell observes, “such self-absorption is, for Updike, a neces-
sary component of individuality” (44). The achievement of the stories lies not in 
the bulk of experience recorded (although this is impressive—which of Updike’s 
contemporaries so eloquently chronicled the minutiae of a life experienced?) but 
in the way the stories reveal the maturation of the writerly consciousness as it at-
tempts to sort through and ascribe meaning to the experiences of a lifetime.
	 That being said, the centrality of Pennsylvania to Updike’s fiction is perhaps 
most apparent in the later Rabbit novels; in the course of the series, Updike care-
fully chronicles the changes that slowly transform the Pennsylvania landscape, a 
landscape that by the time of the novella “Rabbit Remembered” (2000) is littered 
with “[s]erve-yourself gas stations with ranks of pumps, fast-food franchises with 
plastic mini-playgrounds for obese toddlers, dismal six-store strip malls, carpet and 
linoleum outlets, vegetable stands boarded up for winter, cutesy Amish cut-outs 
beckoning ignorant tourists from the inner cities to Real Pa. Dutch Cuisine” (Licks 
347–48). Set in the fading days of the twentieth century, “Rabbit Remembered” 
presents Brewer, the setting of the series, as a diminished community overrun by 
disposable businesses that, like the “cutesy Amish-cut-outs,” beckon to a past that 
is not real. In The Seeds of Time (1994), Fredric Jameson writes that computerized 
targeted marketing
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inserts the corporations into the very heart of local and regional culture, about which 
it becomes difficult to decide whether it is authentic any longer (and indeed whether 
that term still means anything). It is the EPCOT syndrome raised to a global scale and 
returns us to the question of the “critical” with a vengeance, since now the “regional” 
as such becomes the business of global American Disneyland-related corporations, 
who will redo your own native architecture for you more exactly than you can do it 
yourself. (204–05)

Not surprisingly, Brewer appears most real to Janice and Nelson in the places where 
the buildings (and people) they remember are no longer present. Standing on a 
corner near the store where she and Rabbit initiated their relationship, and only 
blocks from where he had run off with Ruth in the first Rabbit novel, “makes Janice 
feel sick yet at the same time exalted, as if she stands on the lip of a canyon that 
only she can see. She lives; those who had worked her humiliation in that far-off 
season are dead” (Licks 198).
	 The Brewer that emerges in “Rabbit Remembered,” as this passage suggests, is 
not entirely depleted of meaning, as the town’s geography, its buildings and streets, 
becomes a signifier of a past that is accessible through the machinations of memory. 
While the novella acknowledges—and laments, to a certain extent—the economic 
changes that Jameson diagnoses, it presents an intricate portrait of the region and 
what it means to the survivors of Harry “Rabbit” Angstrom as they prepare to enter 
the next millennium. The complexity of Updike’s vision is especially evident in a 
scene early in the novella where Janice is driving through Brewer after playing a 
distracted round of bridge with her friends. Unsettled by having just met Rabbit’s 
illegitimate daughter for the first time, her mind drifts toward the past as she heads 
home to her second husband, Rabbit’s former nemesis Ronnie Harrison. The 
six-page sequence in which Updike describes her drive home is one of the richest 
in the novella, with Janice, a Realtor, noting the ways in which the past remains 
embedded in the town’s landscape. As she makes the familiar drive back to her 
home on Joseph Street, her thoughts dart between the past, present, and future:

Brewer pours by her in her Le Baron, a river of bricks and signage. People use that word 
in planning-board hearings as to whether or not there is too much of it; real-estate 
values shoot up when a community cuts down on signage and buries its electric wires. 
Janice halts at stoplights and then the flow resumes, a stream of sights deepened by a 
lifetime’s familiarity. She crosses the Weiser Street Bridge, with its cast-iron stanchions 
and its plaque naming some dead mayor whose name never took. As a girl she always 
wondered why the bridge didn’t arch up in the air like the Running Horse Bridge a half-
mile to the south did, or slant down to the Brewer side like the Youngquist Boulevard 
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Overpass to the north did. The river was shallowest here. A ford in this spot started 
the settlement in Indian days. In her girlhood the river was solid black with dunes of 
coal silt. They cleaned that up decades back so that now motorboats use the water and 
some people swim and even the fish are back. Nineteenth-century industrial cities, 
she remembers sad-looking Mr. Lister telling them in the realty class on Property and 
Development Law, made a big mistake by turning their backs on their waterfronts. 
Now soon it will be another century yet, with its own mistakes, no doubt. (206–07)

The knit of this passage is remarkable, with Janice’s thoughts flitting from the 
present moment back to her childhood, and even to the history that preceded 
her. There is a wonderful self-indulgence about Janice’s inner monologue, as her 
thoughts about the landscape bring her back to her past, but it also demonstrates 
what I would describe as the self-conscious lyricism that pervades Updike’s late 
short fiction. 
	 Waiting for his lost luggage to be returned to him from the Allentown airport 
as a middle-aged man in “A Soft Spring Night in Shillington,” the opening chapter 
of Self-Consciousness, Updike relishes once again wandering the main street of his 
hometown, affectionately evoking the now faded world of his adolescence. Standing  
in front of a “yellow brick building” that used to contain Stephens’ Luncheonette, 
where he had “smoked and posed and daydreamed for hours after school” (6–7), 
Updike recalls the time he spent in the local hangout waiting for his father to be 
done with work so the two of them could drive the thirteen miles back to their 
rural farmhouse:

I waited hours, sometimes, for my father, who taught at the high school and never went 
back to the farm before he had to. He was the only adult except Walt and Boo [Mr. and 
Mrs. Stephens] I ever noticed in Stephens’, and he came in only to take me away, and 
he never penetrated past the region of the soda fountain, into the booth area, where the 
cigarette smoke and adolescent intrigue were thickest. Walt was totally bald and had a 
way of doing hot dogs—cutting them the long way and putting the butterfly shape flat-
side-down on the griddle and then serving it in a hamburger roll with the ends sticking 
out—that was peculiar to him and delicious. But then to teen-age hunger many things 
are delicious. Cigarettes, for example, were delicious: the sleek cellophane-wrapped 
rectitude of the pack, the suave tapping out of a single “weed,” the chalky, rasping initial 
inhale, the little crumbs to be picked from the lower lip without breaking conversational 
stride, the airy pluming gesturingness of it all. Time itself—the time spent idling in 
Stephens’, the time spent anywhere in Shillington—was delicious. (7–8)

There is, of course, something wonderfully solipsistic about descriptions such as 
this, a deliberate self-indulgence that corresponds to the self-mythologizing that 
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would seem to be an inherent component of being an individual. At the end of 
the chapter, Updike confesses:

Nothing I have described here has importance except to me, and to those few thousands 
who thanks to chance also live or have lived in Shillington; they will see that I haven’t 
described it very well, for I haven’t described their town—only mine, lost luggage by 
and large, a few scraps preserved by memory and used more than once, used to the 
point of vanishing like the wishing hide in the fairy tale, used up and wished away in 
the self-serving corruptions of fiction. (40)

Updike’s artistic doubt here, his reduction of his work to “a few scraps” that have 
exhausted their value, is largely disingenuous, a way of responding to the charges 
of solipsism that were frequently leveled against him. By meticulously inscribing 
these details, in so lovingly describing the preparation of a hot dog or the feel of a 
cigarette pack in adolescent hands, Updike makes us care about his world because 
he brings it so vibrantly to life, his prose preserving the inconsequential but none-
theless essential details that make experience feel so delicious.
	 Indeed, there is a pseudo-sexual pleasure evident in the later Olinger stories, 
as Updike once again caresses his memories of Shillington, reanimating the van-
quished world of his childhood. But in addition to the masturbatory pleasure of 
reliving the past, there is a semi-detached handling of remembered experience that 
enables Updike to preserve his memory of Shillington while also acknowledging 
the nostalgic impulse to go back. The point of the seeming repetition is not to 
add to the bulk of material recorded—a large oeuvre is not an antidote against 
death. Instead, Updike’s fiction shows an awareness of how enormously complex 
experience is—our sense of ourselves and our past shifting as we age. “But we 
would-be novelists have a reach as shallow as our skins,” declares the narrator of 
“The Blessed Man of Boston, My Grandmother’s Thimble, and Fanning Island” 
(1960). “We walk through volumes of the unexpressed and like snails leave behind 
a faint thread excreted out of ourselves. From the dew of the few flakes that melt 
on our faces we cannot reconstruct the snowstorm” (Pigeon Feathers 228–29). 
Although such confessions of fiction’s inadequacy might ring false considering 
his immense oeuvre, Updike consistently strove to record the sensations of a life 
lived, his fiction focusing on the particulars (the complexity of a pigeon’s feather, 
the thread of one’s underwear, the motions of lovemaking) that constitute our 
existence. In Self-Consciousness, Updike observes: “I dreaded those future aeons 
when I would not be present—an endless succession of days I would miss, with 
their own news and songs and styles of machine. The future will forget us, or get 
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us slightly wrong, . . . and leave out the very texture of life lived now, what [Henry] 
James called ‘the palpable present intimate that throbs responsive’” (244).
	 The desire Updike expresses here recalls Whitman’s impulse in “Crossing 
Brooklyn Ferry” to preserve the experiencing self in print as a way of transcending 
death (“I am with you, you men and women of a generation, or ever so many gen-
erations hence, / Just as you feel when you look on the river and sky, so I felt, / Just 
as any of you is one of a living crowd, I was one of a crowd”). Nevertheless, Up-
dike’s faith in art’s ability to preserve the self for future generations was certainly 
more hesitant than his predecessor’s, his ambivalent relationship to Christianity 
ultimately shaping his conception of writing’s limited potential as a substitute 
for the promise of eternal life. As embodied in David Kern’s religious crisis in 
“Pigeon Feathers,” the fear of death for Updike—and Christianity’s inadequacy 
in assuaging this fear—is not so much a fear of physical nonbeing as it is terror in 
the knowledge that the world will continue to persist after his death. “My mind 
when I was a boy of ten or eleven sent up its silent screams at the thought of future 
aeons—at the thought of the cosmic party going on without me,” Updike writes 
in Self-Consciousness. “The yearning for an afterlife is the opposite of selfish: it is 
love and praise for the world that we are privileged, in this complex interval of 
light, to witness and experience” (217). Perhaps more directly than any of the other 
stories in Pigeon Feathers (1962), “The Blessed Man of Boston, My Grandmother’s 
Thimble, and Fanning Island” reveals Updike’s limited belief in fiction’s ability 
to preserve the complexity of experience and personal history. As Peter J. Bailey 
notes, the story exemplifies Updike’s “own ambivalence toward the promises of 
his craft” (61).11 Rediscovering a thimble his grandmother had given him, the 
narrator reveals how “after an interval of years” the object rekindled his memory 
of her, making it

incumbent upon me, necessary and holy, to tell how once there had been a woman who 
now was no more, how she had been born and lived in a world that had ceased to exist, 
though its mementos were all about us; how her thimble had been fashioned as if in a 
magical grotto in the black mountain of time, by workmen dwarfed by remoteness, in 
a vanished workshop now no larger than the thimble itself and like it soon doomed, as 
if by geological pressures, to be crushed out of shape. O Lord, bless these poor para-
graphs, that would do in their vile ignorance Your work of resurrection. (Pigeon 229)

This passage can perhaps best be understood as the product of an intense religious/
existential crisis that afflicted Updike in his late twenties when he was married with 
young children and writing the stories that would be collected in Pigeon Feathers, a 
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period of his life that Updike eloquently recounts in the “Getting the Words Out” 
chapter of Self-Consciousness. However, the religious and creative doubt expressed 
in “The Blessed Man of Boston” remains central to Updike’s fictive project. “The 
impulse exists in Updike, as it does in David Kern,” Bailey argues, “to imitate 
exhaustively the details of lives, to use ‘my poor little art’ to insure that ‘the tasks, 
the grass, the weather, the shades of sea and air’ he has known won’t disappear; 
but accompanying—and contesting—that impulse is the assumption that art 
cannot do what faith can: ensure the salvation or redemption of these lives and 
days” (61–62).
	 With Bailey’s remarks in mind, I would like to conclude by considering “The 
Walk with Elizanne,” a story that clearly illustrates how art and memory intertwine 
in Updike’s late short fiction. Whereas other stories in My Father’s Tears (“The 
Guardians,” “The Laughter of the Gods,” and “Kinderszenen”) display Updike’s 
uncanny ability to reconstruct the world of his childhood in his late fiction, “The 
Walk with Elizanne” helps elucidate the impulse to revisit the past that governs 
these stories. In the story, David Kern returns once again to Olinger, this time 
with his second wife, Andrea, for his fiftieth high school reunion. He visits Mamie 
Kauffman, a childhood friend now dying of cancer, and reunites with Elizanne, 
whom he had briefly loved in high school. David’s memory, or lack thereof, of the 
time he kissed Elizanne on the way home from school compels him to reconsider 
his past: “for days after the reunion his mind could not let go of the walk that she 
reminded him they had taken. In the distorting lens of old age it loomed as one 
of the most momentous acts of his life” (My Father’s Tears 49–50).12 Even as his 
memory of the kiss remains limited (“How old would they have been, he and 
Elizanne? Sixteen, perhaps fifteen. Had it been after a football game, or a school 
dance?”), the residue of the memory haunts David, his inability to remember fully 
the circumstances of the kiss paradoxically enabling him to resurrect the past yet 
again from a new perspective (48).
	 Updike’s decision in this story to return to David Kern seems particularly ap-
propriate: the dying Mamie’s declaration that she is “not afraid of death” (40)—her 
faith in an afterlife—ironically recalls young David’s “certainty” at the conclu-
sion of “Pigeon Feathers”: “that the God who had lavished such craft upon these 
worthless birds would not destroy His whole Creation by refusing to let David live 
forever” (Pigeon 150). As Updike’s protagonists age, their desire for sense experi-
ence lessens, making such existential fears appear less menacing. Approaching 
seventy, David has shed much of the fear of death that once felt so enormous; in 
many ways, he seems to have come closer to his mother’s perspective in “Pigeon 
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Feathers”: “As you get older, these things matter a great deal less” (138). For while 
Mamie’s impending death makes David feel uncomfortable, he remains anxious 
to get to the reunion, and the encounter does not inspire the existential dread that 
such moments might have previously occasioned. Listening to Mamie discuss her 
Christian faith, how during her sickness she “felt a little impatient with the Lord,” 
David appears to have moved beyond the religious crisis that consumed him in his 
youth; God’s nonresponsiveness no longer troubles him to the degree it once had: 
“In theistic Pennsylvania, David realized, people developed philosophies. Where 
he lived now [New England], an unresisted atheism left people to suffer with the 
mute, recessive stoicism of animals. The more intelligent they were, the less they 
had to say in extremis” (MFT 39).
	 Having left the hospital and made it to the reunion, David reenters the realm of 
the living, the reunion hall “full of human noise, gleeful greetings and old-fashioned 
kidding,” where he is reintroduced to Elizanne, who “had aged better than most” of 
the girls in his class (MFT 43, 44). At first David has little to say to say to Elizanne;  
instead, he takes pleasure in measuring how much they have changed in the fifty 
years since they both left Olinger, her decision to leave (whereas most of his 
classmates, like Mamie, had stayed) connecting her to him:

The two of them were together embarked, David imagined, upon a well-earned sunset 
career of determined foreign travel, of grandchild-sitting and health-club attendance, 
of hard-working American leisure modelled on the handsome aging couples in com-
mercials for Viagra and iron supplements. Elizanne had, he sensed, gone places. Her 
face displayed, along with that demure quick smile he could now remember—a smile 
that darted in and out—a good sense of herself, an established social identity momen-
tarily set aside, for this occasion, like a man’s jacket folded into an airplane’s overhead 
bin. (44–45)

Nevertheless, it is not until Elizanne confesses, toward the end of the evening, that 
he was the first boy to have kissed her that the present moment dissolves away and 
his memory of “their young selves, their true, fumbling vanished selves” resurfaces 
(46). While his memory of the kiss has faded, David suddenly recalls “her dewi-
ness, a quiet, fuzzy moisture about her skin,” a painful reminder of how innocent 
they once were and how hard and worldly they have become:

He was stricken to have her imply, with a knowledgeable laugh, that she had gone on 
to kiss others. She had added something he didn’t quite catch, in the noise of reunion 
farewells or in his growing deafness, about “what you all wanted”—a sadly cheap and 
standard sneer, he felt, about male sexuality, which in that place and era had been a 
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massive, underpublicized impetus that most boys dealt with alone. But the sneer itself 
dated her, and took them back. (47)

	 Beyond reminding him of innocence lost, David’s attempt to reconstruct the 
kiss momentarily resurrects his Olinger and his walks on “the Alton Pike with its 
gleaming trolley tracks, into the rectilinear streets of brick row houses, and then 
on to Elmdale, the section where the streets curved, and the houses stood alone 
on their lawns, the lawns weedless and the houses half-timbered and slate-roofed 
and expensive” (MFT 47). Although he cannot remember the actual kiss, a failure 
of memory that disturbs him for days after the reunion, its mention provides him 
with a forgotten snapshot from which he can once again re-create the past. Recall-
ing the “dark fuzz” he noticed on Elizanne’s upper lip while they had danced as 
teenagers, David is able to bring the past back to life, and he remembers

dancing with her, holding her close as they shuffled, her corsage and strapless taffeta 
bodice and the taffeta small of her back with its little ridges and his feet and armpits and 
shoulder blades in the rented summer tux all melting into one continuum of sweat while 
the streamers overhead drooped and the mirror ball flung its reflections frictionlessly 
across the floor and the band, its muted trombones sobbing, finished its rendition of 
“Stardust” or “Goodnight Irene.” His and Elizanne’s cheeks felt pasted together, and 
yet when the music stopped he didn’t want to let go; he continued, pantingly, to drink 
her in, her foreshortened demure face with its smudged upper lip and dewy expanse 
of décolletage, the white edges of her strapless bra outlining her gentle bosom. (49)

While David’s memory is in no way definitive, his limited recollection provides 
him with a new, albeit forgotten, image from which he can once again reformulate 
his relationship to the past, reviving the sensations of having danced with Elizanne. 
Although he realizes that their brief relationship was “an adolescent flirtation that 
had come, like most, to nothing,” he nevertheless longs for the innocence of that 
moment, memorializing the initiation into the sexual world that the kiss now 
symbolizes (52). Continuing to consider the kiss in the days after the reunion, he al-
lows it to briefly become the central point from which he can comprehend his life:

If Mamie was right and we live forever, David thought, he could imagine no better way 
to spend eternity than taking that walk with Elizanne over and over, until what they 
said, how they touched, whether or not he dared hold her hand in his, and each hair 
of the fine black down on her forearms all came as clear as letters deep-cut in marble. 
There would be time to ask her all the questions he had been too slow-witted to ask 
at their fiftieth. (51)
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	 It seems appropriate that David, who in his youth was tormented by the thought 
of his eventual nonexistence, should articulate this perspective as he approaches 
seventy. At this point in his life, he no longer desires to ceaselessly witness the 
world, but rather the opposite, to go back and relish the past, exploring all of its 
possibilities. “What happens but once, says the German adage, might as well not 
have happened at all. If we have only one life to live, we might as well not have 
lived at all,” Milan Kundera writes in The Unbearable Lightness of Being (8). With 
Nietzsche’s notion of eternal recurrence in mind, “The Walk with Elizanne” con-
cludes with David’s nostalgic re-creation of the walk. In an intriguing metafictional 
twist, the story’s final section presents David’s fictionalized version of the forgotten 
kiss—the implication being that it is only through the art of fiction that he can mull 
over the feelings and unasked questions that his reunion with Elizanne occasioned. 
David presents himself in his fiction as the innocent stuttering boy that he now 
imagines himself to have been as a teenager, and the forgotten kiss—like so many of 
the intricate details recalled in Updike’s late fiction—is lavishly described. Indeed, 
David’s fictionalized version of the kiss allows us to see him shaping his fiction to 
correspond with the feelings that his reunion with Elizanne has triggered—the 
forgotten kiss momentarily becomes an encounter of enormous significance:

Her face had not exactly come closer to his, but its not turning and moving away made 
it feel closer. Cautiously he bent his face into hers, a little sideways, and kissed her. 
Elizanne’s lips took the fit snugly, warmly; she pressed slightly into the kiss, from un-
derneath, looking for something in it. David felt caught up in a stream flowing counter 
to the current of everyday events, and began to run out of breath. He broke the contact 
and backed off. They stared at one another, her black eyes button-bright in the sodium 
streetlight, amid the restless faint shadows of the half-brown big sycamore leaves. Then 
he kissed her again, entering that warm still point around which the universe wheeled, 
its load of stars not yet visible, the sky still blue above the streetlights. (MFT 53)

For readers of Updike’s earlier Olinger fiction, this final section is particularly rich, 
as we can measure David’s fictional re-creation of his younger self against earlier 
stories such as “Pigeon Feathers” and “Packed Dirt, Churchgoing, A Dying Cat, A 
Traded Car.” Beyond the pleasures this moment offers for longtime readers, David’s 
re-creation of the walk illustrates art’s essential role in preserving the past—as 
well as a heightened faith in fiction’s capacity for preserving the past that seems to 
distinguish the late stories from Updike’s earlier fiction. Such narratives not only 
attempt to document the past for future generations, but they also allow life to be 
momentarily reexperienced—David’s fiction allowing him to relive the past and 
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to come to a slightly altered understanding of it. “I want to hear it all,” the fictional 
David tells Elizanne as they part after the kiss. “We have t-tons of time” (54). The 
irony, of course, is that the time that had once felt so abundant as a teenager now 
seems painfully brief, the older David haunted by all the questions he will never be 
able to ask. Art, in the end, might not be an adequate replacement for the promise 
of eternal life that Christianity espouses (a promise which, as David discovers in 
“Pigeon Feathers,” no one seems to take seriously), but as Updike’s massive body 
of work suggests, it is perhaps the only available response, the “faint thread” of 
his fiction preserving not only the circumstances of his life, but also the essential 
experiencing self. By lovingly inscribing the stages of his own life, Updike, in a 
sense, granted himself eternal life, the layers of his identity having been forever 
preserved (at least as long as his work is in print) in his fiction.

NOTES

	 1. Updike received more critical accolades and scholarly attention than Roth during the first half 
of his career. Beginning with Charles Thomas Samuels’ John Updike (1969) and Alice and Kenneth 
Hamilton’s The Elements of John Updike (1970), Updike’s work was the subject of at least one scholarly 
book each year. He won the National Book Award for The Centaur (1964); the National Book Crit-
ics Circle Award, the Pulitzer Prize, and the National Book Award for Rabbit Is Rich (1981); and the 
Pulitzer and the Howells Medal for Rabbit at Rest (1990). Though Updike continued to receive career 
achievement awards as well as occasional prizes for his short fiction, the only book after 1990 to receive 
a major prize, the PEN/Faulkner Award, was The Early Stories, 1953–1975 (2003). As for scholarly at-
tention, interest in Updike’s work declined over the final decade or two of his life. While the Rabbit 
tetralogy continued to generate attention, most of his later fiction was, and still is, relatively ignored. 
Roth, on the other hand, received fewer accolades and less scholarly attention than Updike during 
the 1960s through the early 1980s. Although he won the National Book Award for his debut, Goodbye, 
Columbus (1960), he received no major literary awards over the next twenty-five years. Beginning with 
The Counterlife (1986), however, he won the National Book Critics Circle Award, which was followed 
by the Pulitzer for American Pastoral (1997); the National Book Award for Sabbath’s Theater (1995); 
the PEN/Faulkner Award for Operation Shylock (1993), The Human Stain (2000), and Everyman 
(2006); and the Man Booker International Prize in 2011. In recent years there has also been far more 
scholarly attention, critical essays as well as monographs, dedicated to Roth’s fiction than to Updike’s. 
To illustrate, Updike makes only a single appearance in A New Literary History of America (2009), in 
an entry titled “The Plight of Conservative Literature.” In contrast, Roth receives his own entry. See 
Marcus and Sollors, 948–53, 1025–30. 
	 2. I largely concur with James Schiff ’s assessment in John Updike Revisited: “Rabbit at Rest in 
many ways represents Updike’s farewell: to his mother, who died two weeks after he completed the 
novel’s first draft; to Harry, his most successful and memorable character; and to Pennsylvania and 
his mother’s family farm, which he was forced to sell” (64). 
	 3. One of the least appreciated aspects of Updike’s late career was his willingness to experiment 
with narrative form and subject matter, and a survey of his post-Rabbit novels dispels the conventional 
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critical wisdom that he was primarily a realist, a throwback to Howells and Balzac. Updike’s late novels 
alternate between realism and the Nabokov-inflected brand of postmodernism that became one of his 
chief narrative modes starting with A Month of Sundays (1975). Of the nine novels that he published 
after Rabbit at Rest, only four conform to the conventions of literary realism: In the Beauty of the Lilies 
(1996), a historical novel that spans the twentieth century; Seek My Face (2002), a roman à clef loosely 
based on Lee Krasner and Jackson Pollock’s marriage; Villages (2004), a bildungsroman that revisits the 
subject of suburban adultery that Updike had exhaustively chronicled in Couples (1968); and Terrorist 
(2006), a contemporary story about the radicalization of a Muslim teenager. These more conventional 
narratives are balanced out by a series of experimental works: Memories of the Ford Administration 
(1992), a portrait of a frustrated historian that marks Updike’s most significant (and playful) engage-
ment with post-structuralism and deconstruction; Brazil (1994), an experiment in magical realism 
that recasts the Tristan and Iseult myth in contemporary South America; Toward the End of Time 
(1997), a quasi-science fiction novel set in the year 2020 after America’s infrastructure has been dev-
astated by a war with China; Gertrude and Claudius (2000), a prequel to Hamlet; and The Widows of 
Eastwick (2008), a work that returns to the magical setting of his 1984 novel, The Witches of Eastwick.
	 4. The Pennsylvania stories that appear in Updike’s final three collections are: “A Sandstone 
Farmhouse” (1990), “The Other Side of the Street” (1990), “The Brown Chest” (1992), “His Mother 
Inside Him” (1992), “The Black Room” (1993), “Lunch Hour” (1995), “The Cats” (1996), “My Father 
on the Verge of Disgrace” (1997), “The Guardians” (2001), “The Walk with Elizanne” (2001), “The 
Laughter of the Gods” (2002), “The Road Home” (2004), “My Father’s Tears” (2005), and “Kinder-
szenen” (2006).
	 5. Hutcheon explains: “In most of the critical work on postmodernism, it is narrative—be it in 
literature, history, or theory—that has usually been the major focus of attention. Historiographic 
metafiction incorporates all three of these domains: that is, its theoretical self-awareness of history 
and fiction as human constructs (historiographic metafiction) is made the grounds for its rethinking 
and reworking of the forms and contents of the past” (5).
	 6. “The Walk with Elizanne” (2001), though, is perhaps the only late short story that could be 
classified as metafiction.
	 7. Other incarnations of this character include Fraser in “Domestic Life in America” (1976), 
Ferris in “Guilt-Gems” (1977), and Fulham in “The Wallet” (1984). After his divorce from his first 
wife, Mary, in 1976, Updike frequently employed these “F” protagonists to reflect his own domestic 
situation. The similarity of their names suggests that they should not be read so much as distinct 
characters—little distinguishes them except their professions—as slight variations of a type. Updike 
explained in 2001: “The device [of employing F-named protagonists] created a sort of brother, not a 
twin but close in age and outlook to me and, though freed from any obligation to plead my case, able 
to shoulder, with brotherly good humor, some of my circumstances. A certain Frankness, we could 
say, was thus attained” (Due Considerations 644).
	 8. Thanks to The Cambridge Companion to John Updike (2006), Memories of the Ford Adminis-
tration has received some serious critical attention. Two of the collection’s essays—Edward Var-
go’s “Updike, American History, and Historical Methodology” and John N. Duvall’s “U(pdike) & 
P(ostmodernism)”—provide useful readings of the novel, suggesting how it corresponds with Linda 
Hutcheon’s notion of historiographic metafiction.
	 9. The text of the first edition mistakenly reads “that the one outside them.”
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	 10. Robert M. Luscher locates the irony inherent in the colleague’s criticism, noting that Ferguson 
“uses the metaphor of the egg race as the key to an imaginative excavation that pieces together assorted 
shards of memory” (133).
	 11. For his purposes, Bailey considers David Kern to be the unnamed narrator of “The Blessed 
Man of Boston.” Although there is no specific textual evidence to support this claim (and Updike 
never identifies the narrator as Kern, as he does in “Packed Dirt”), there is in my mind little to be 
gained or lost by this assumption.
	 12. My Father’s Tears is hereafter referred to as MFT.
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Engendering Pleasure: Śringāra Rasa 
in John Updike’s S.

PRADIPTA SENGUPTA

Sex is the mysticism of a materialist society—in the beginning was the Flesh, 
and the Flesh became Word—with its own mysteries—this is my birth pill; 
swallow it in remembrance of me!

—Malcolm Muggeridge, Jesus Rediscovered

[I]f my generation of writers represents anything, if there’s anything we’ve 
fought for, it’s for a sexual revolution.

—Norman Mailer, interview, The Realist 40 (December 1962)

I

In his 1975 study Passion and the Passion: Sex and Religion in Modern Literature, 
Francis L. Kunkel explores “the sexual implications of religious imagery and the 
religious implications of sexual imagery.” Kunkel was surprised to note that “this 
equation of spirituality with sexuality—and its corollary, the neo-Christ figure 
drenched in erotic turbulence, violence, and romantic agony—is so widespread in 
contemporary literature and yet has received no adequate critical attention” (14). 
Of The Poorhouse Fair (1959) and Couples (1968), Kunkel argued: “Speculations 
on the vigor of God and spiritual crises in the midst of frenzied and often joyless 
sexual strivings characterize these two novels of Updike” (98). Kunkel’s observa-
tion is incontestably all the more relevant to S. (1988), a novel which examines 
the failure of spiritual realization through the “sexual strivings” of its heroine. It is 
in S. that Updike, possibly for the first time, grapples with the problem of adultery, 
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evinced through his popular sexual-spiritual equation, from an exclusively Indian 
point of view. In S., Updike, with his keen interest in theosophical and religious 
study, examines, perhaps inadvertently, the aspect of pleasure derived through the 
Indian concept of śringāra rasa. To substantiate this thesis, a review of Updike’s 
views on sex and religion is first necessary.
	 In a 1963 review titled “More Love in the Western World,” Updike puts forward 
his thesis on passionate love, offering a brilliant critique of Denis de Rougemont’s 
Love Declared, while exploring the myth of Tristan and Iseult and the nature of 
passion vis-à-vis marriage. Updike writes that “De Rougemont personifies the 
ramifying influence of the troubadours as a love-myth, a Venus born of the foam 
of Eastern religions and imported into Europe, like Cleopatra smuggled in rugs, 
wrapped in a cult of chastity.” While marriage is concerned with the possession of 
the other person through love, erotic passion is interested in “the prolongation 
of the lover’s state of mind. Eros is allied with Thanatos rather than Agape; love 
becomes not a way of accepting and entering the world but a way of defying and 
escaping it” (Assorted Prose 285). It is this incompatibility of passion and marriage 
that conditioned love in the Western world. Acknowledging that “de Rougemont 
is . . . right in asserting that love in the Western world has . . . acquired a force far 
out of proportion to its presumed procreative aim,” Updike asks, “Might it not 
simply be that sex has become involved in the Promethean protest forced upon 
Man by his paradoxical position in the Universe as a self-conscious animal?” (299). 
He elsewhere declares: “I fell into the local version of the sexual revolution, and 
out came a bundle of variations on the story of Tristan and Iseult” (More Matter 
764). In many of his texts, Updike tries to illustrate how the love-myths of Europe, 
namely the Tristan-Iseult myth, have been thwarted in contemporary America.
	 Updike’s observations on sexuality are not isolated but linked to the sexual revo-
lution in America in the second half of the twentieth century, a time also marked 
by the rise of the Beats and feminism, the spread of Zen Buddhism, the free love of 
the hippies, and a general permissiveness. Speaking of authors in general, Updike 
emphatically asserted to an interviewer: “We really are servants, basically, of reality, 
aren’t we?” Reflecting on the sexual indiscretions and breaking up of the nuclear 
family in novels such as Couples, Updike continued: “I didn’t create this breaking 
up; it was in the society around me. After all, I’m not responsible for the modern 
world. I’m just a portrayer of it” (Plath, Conversations 182, 184).1 As Judie Newman 
rightly points out, Updike “opens up for debate such issues as social engineering, 
sexual politics, economics and technology” (John Updike 2). This broad view is 
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confirmed by Jeffrey Weeks: “Sexuality today is, perhaps to an unprecedented de-
gree, a contested zone. It is more than a source of intense pleasure or acute anxiety; 
it has become a moral and political battlefield” (4). In a study published two years 
after the release of Couples, John H. Gagnon and William Simon observed: “There 
have been radical changes in the definition or representation of sex in American 
cultural life since World War II, but these changes picked up enormous momen-
tum in the period 1964 to 1970” (6). What emerged was an explicitness about the 
uninhibited discussion of sex: “Penis, vagina, and orgasm became words that could 
be used, at least potentially, in conventional social situations in the late 1950s and 
early 1960s” (10). In 1968 Updike boldly told an interviewer he wanted to “take 
coitus out of the closet and off the altar and put it on the continuum of human 
behavior” (Conversations 34). “My generation, and the one a generation before,” 
he reflected in a 1987 interview, “was keen on breaking sexual taboos in print, but 
I don’t think it is viewed as an artistic frontier now” (201). With the success of 
Couples, Updike indelibly inscribed his signature on the literature of sex. As James 
Plath puts it: “Almost overnight, just as Timothy Leary became America’s guru 
of LSD and ‘tripping,’ John Updike became America’s expert on sex in literature” 
(“Shaping Graces” 59).
	 In Updike we also find a religious ratification of sex through which sex and 
religion are inextricably combined. Like a DNA double helix, the sexual and the 
spiritual, the luscious and the lustral, are entwined in his fiction. Updike said of 
Couples that it is “not about sex really: it’s about sex as the emergent religion, as the 
only thing left” (Conversations 52). What George Hunt has observed in the novel 
can also be broadly applied to Updike’s oeuvre:

[S]ex now becomes the metaphor and symbol for the exploration of human meaning 
in a world that seems devoid of meaning. Sex “as the emergent religion” will parody 
those spiritual instincts and efforts at communal groupings that religion once ener-
gized and channeled. Sex “as the only thing left” becomes the only viable metaphor 
for man’s search for personal and communal meaning. Adultery in such circumstances 
thus becomes the only modern equivalent for romantic adventure and spiritual aspira-
tion, . . . (117–18)

Other critics have not failed to notice this sex-religion double helix in Updike. Da-
vid Thorburn, for example, writes: “Updike has consistently associated the marital 
transgressions of his characters with metaphysical or religious longings, as if to 
suggest that adulterous cravings in our affluent rootless era are the confused expres-
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sion of an instinct for freedom itself ” (3). Casting his critical net wider, Donald J.  
Greiner observes: “Where Hawthorne’s probing of sexual desire and adultery 
is framed by religious and psychological concerns, James’s is intertwined with 
social considerations. Updike unifies both the religious and social in his novels 
of adultery” (Adultery in the Novel 3–4). Given Updike’s penchant for exploring 
the comprehensive nature of sexuality and his preoccupation with the “Three 
Great Secret Things” (Assorted 180)—namely sex, religion, and art—I propose to 
illustrate how these three aspects are harmoniously fused together in S. through 
the enactment of śringāra.
	 First, a look at Updike’s acquaintance with Indian religions is necessary to 
substantiate my rationale for attempting such a discourse. In an interview given 
to Sukhbir Singh of Osmania University, Hyderabad, India, Updike commented 
on the genesis of S. and its heroine, Sarah Worth:

When I was a young man, at Oxford especially, but in my New York years also, I read a lot 
of religious books. Not just Christian, but also Hindu and Buddhist. I worked them . . . 
into the novel, which made it a long glossary. . . . [Sarah Worth] ascends in the novel 
to the highest levels of what is in the Buddhist phrase, disengagement. (Singh 40)

Updike also references Hindu and Buddhist texts in his writings. In the chapter 
“On Not Being a Dove” in Self-Consciousness, he refers to the Hindu scripture 
Bhagavad-Gita, where Lord Krishna exhorts the reluctant Arjuna to take up arms 
against his enemies (131). In his essay “Religion and Literature” he demonstrates 
a keen awareness of Sanskrit literature, including the Indian epics, the Rāmāyana 
and the Mahābhārata (More Matter 52). In “Bech Takes Pot Luck” he makes a 
passing reference to Lord Krishna (Complete Henry Bech 70). In Roger’s Version he 
writes: “This Eighties generation is capable of all sorts of self-righteous criminality 
along with their deficit-sponsored otherworldliness. Buddha says Non-attachment, 
Jesus says Do unto others, and the goods of others start getting detached” (89). 
In “The Future of Faith,” he makes sporadic references to Buddhism, Hinduism, 
and Lord Shiva (Due Considerations 30, 36, 39). And of course it is S. that is most 
thoroughly pervaded with Hindu and Buddhist thought. Its lengthy glossary of 
Hindu and Buddhist scriptural and religious terms “became the novel’s music, the 
poetic essence, mechanically extracted, of the preceding narrative,” testifying to 
Updike’s deliberate attempt to write a novel suffused with Hindu and Buddhist 
idiom (Odd Jobs 859).
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I I

In the sixth chapter of the first volume of his Nātya Sāstra the classical Indian critic 
Bharata offers his exposition on rasas or sentiments. Bharata identifies eight rasas: 
sringāra (erotic), hāsya (comic), karunā (tragic), raudra (furious), vira (heroic), 
bhayānaka (frightful), vibhatsa (disgusting), and adbhuta (marvelous).2 Bharata 
considers four of these rasas—śringāra, raudra, vira, and vibhatsa—to be the basic  
rasas, or prakriti-rasas. Although rasa is examined from the perspective of the 
spectator or reader, it is not independent of the text which excites the rasa in him. 
When one watches a play being staged, arousal of one or more of the eight rasas 
leads to pleasure, attainment of which may be regarded as the end of rasa. Broadly 
speaking, the arousal of rasas in the spectator induces a pleasure similar to the 
relish of tasting a delicious dish or fine wine. Although Bharata restricts his rasa 
theory exclusively to dramatic art, the later critics of the Dhvani school extended 
it to poetry and literature.
	 Given the wide scope of its usage and application, the term rasa is subject to var-
ied interpretations. The metaphor of tasting and relish is essentially related to rasa 
and its correlatives: rasanā (relish), charvanā (chewing), and āsvādana (tasting). 
Literally meaning “juice,” the term has its origin in Āyurveda, Indian traditional 
medicine. In Susrutā Samhitā, the Classical Sanskrit text on surgery, for example, 
it refers to the vital juice extracted from food and converted into marrow, bones, 
blood, sperm, and fat. Little wonder, then, that the basic connotation of the term is 
that of an extract, a connotation that continues in Bharata. In Nātya Sāstra Bharata 
says rasa is so called “because it is capable of being tasted (āsvadyate)” (6:31; Ghosh  
105). He then gives us his famous rasasutra, or formula, of rasa: “vibhāvanubhāvavy
ābicārisamyogādrasanispattih” (6:33; 106). According to this formula, realization 
(nispattih) of rasa is derived from a tripartite union of vibhāva (determinants), 
anubhāva (consequents), and vyābhicāribhāva (transitory psychological states). 
Drawing upon the metaphor of relishing a tasty dish, Bharata maintains that

just as a nice beverage is composed through admixture of a number of ingredients, 
similarly Rasa is brought into being through a combination of a number of Bhāvas: 
just as . . . a plate of rice, the flavour of which is heightened by other cooked dishes of 
vegetable or fish or meat[,] is tasted by appreciators, who derive pleasure at the time 
of tasting the food, in a similar manner a Sthāyibhāva, to which additional flavour is 
imparted through [a] combination of Vibhāvas, Anubhāvas and Vyābhicāribhāvas[,] is 
relished by spectators. (Mukherjee 264)
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Sthāyibhāvas are the permanent and enduring psychological states that are ulti-
mately transmuted into rasas when combined with other psychological states. 
According to Bharata, there are eight sthāyibhāvas: rati (love), hāsah (mirth), sokah 
(sorrow), krodah (anger), utsāhah (energy), bhayam (fear), jugupsa (disgust), and 
vismayah (wonder). The eight rasas in Bharata correspond to these sthāyibhāvas.
	 The relish evinced in the perception of rasa is not unlike Roland Barthes’s con-
cept of pleasure. In his Pleasure of the Text Barthes discusses pleasure in particular 
and pleasure in general, both of which lead to a sort of bliss: “Pleasure of the text, 
text of pleasure: these expressions are ambiguous because French has no word that 
simultaneously covers pleasure (contentment) and bliss (rapture). Therefore ‘plea-
sure’ . . . sometimes extends to bliss, sometimes is opposed to it” (19). In pleasure 
theory a similar term, jouissance, came into critical parlance. Etymologically related 
to “enjoyment,” the term also connotes, among other things, sexual pleasure, and 
thus comes close to the concept of śringāra rasa.3
	 In this essay, I will confine myself to Bharata’s exposition of śringāra rasa. 
Derived from the sthāyibhāva called rati or love, śringāra rasa originates in love. 
The word śringāra evokes the bright and beautiful, and men and women in bright 
and beautiful dress are the subjects of the enactment of śringāra rasa. Śringāra, 
according to Bharata, is largely dependent on physical splendor, glamour, and 
gracefulness. In layman’s terms, śringāra rasa is simply the pleasure derived in erotic 
encounters executed artistically.4 A cultural and artistic translation of sex, śringāra 
is a refinement of sexuality, as distinct from raw, coarse carnality. In an altogether 
different context Herbert Marcuse points out that the

cultural refinement of sexuality, its sublimation to love, took place within a civilization 
which established possessive private relations apart from, and in a decisive aspect 
conflicting with, the possessive societal relations. . . . The full force of civilized morality 
was mobilized against the use of the body as mere object, means, instrument of plea-
sure; such reification was tabooed and remained the ill-reputed privilege of whores, 
degenerates, and perverts. Precisely in his gratification, and especially in his sexual 
gratification, man was to be a higher being, committed to higher values; sexuality was 
to be dignified by love.” (200–01).

One cannot but notice that the concept of śringāra rasa comes close to what Mar-
cuse refers to as the “cultural refinement of sexuality” as a means of transcending 
to the level of a higher being.5 Śringāra delights precisely in this sublimation of 
sexuality in aesthetic terms.
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	 Śringāra is based on two concepts that are antithetical to each other: sambhoga 
(union) and vipralambha (separation). Śringāra rasa during union is dependent 
on determinants such as garlands, ornaments, visiting scenic spots, looking at and 
listening to the beloved, and so forth. On the other hand, śringāra rasa in separation 
depends on factors such as anxiety, fatigue, jealousy, fear, yearning, inactivity, faint-
ing, drowsiness, languor, epilepsy, insanity, and even death. Indian critics have had 
varied responses to the concept of śringāra.6 The concept of sringāra has a remark-
able resemblance to the sixty-four kalās (artistic devices) proposed by Vātsāyana, 
the exponent of practical sexuality. In his famous Kāmasutra, Vātsāyana stresses 
the necessity of sexual fulfillment and vehemently disapproves of abstention.7

I I I

In an author’s note to S. Updike acknowledges his indebtedness to reports on Raj
neeshpuram—the Oregon community of followers of the Indian spiritual teacher 
Bhagwan Shree Rajneesh—in newspapers, Oregon Magazine, and Cities on a Hill 
by Frances Fitzgerald. He also acknowledges Mircea Eliade’s Yoga and A History of 
Religious Ideas, Joseph Campbell’s The Masks of God: Oriental Mythology, and Ajit 
Mookherjee’s Kundalini for “the religious context” (vii). In “Unsolicited Thoughts 
on S.” Updike traces the genesis of the book to Hindu and Buddhist thinking: “I 
was well into S. before the Hindu and Buddhist terms, proliferating as I became an 
increasingly enthusiastic disciple of Indian religions, suggested the convenience of 
a glossary” (Odd 859). In “Me and My Books,” Updike considered S. “my attempt 
at a woman’s book, a book for women” and admitted that “I had put my heart and 
soul into my heroine” (More 761).
	 S. is the final intertext in Updike’s Scarlet Letter trilogy, written from Hester 
Prynne’s point of view and following A Month of Sundays (1975) and Roger’s Ver-
sion (1986), which present the point of view of Arthur Dimmesdale and Roger 
Chillingworth, respectively. The novel has elicited a wide range of critical responses 
since its publication. Both Donald Greiner and James Schiff point out its resem-
blance to and departure from Hawthorne’s The Scarlet Letter, which is, in Updike’s 
words, “the one classic from the lusty youth of American literature that deals with 
society in its actual heterosexual weave” (Odd 858). Greiner persuasively insists 
on “Updike’s rejection of Hawthorne’s separation of body and soul.” Reflecting 
on Sarah Worth’s resemblance to Hester Prynne, Greiner says that “Updike allows 
Sarah-Hester to describe her pursuit of mystical eroticism with an Oriental flavor” 
(“Body and Soul” 475, 492). Schiff illustrates how the novel “borrows heavily from 
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and converses with not only The Scarlet Letter but also The Blithedale Romance and 
Hawthorne’s letters and journal entries” (89). Tracing the attitudinal changes be-
tween the two novelists, Schiff concludes that “[i]n placing his own imprint upon 
Hawthorne’s material, Updike demystifies and deromanticizes Hester, challeng-
ing feminist and other readings that confer sainthood upon her” (99). However, 
a detractor like Alison Lurie refuses to find “any real connection between Hester 
and Sarah Worth, apart from her last name and the fact that she has a daughter 
called Pearl” (4). If Michiko Kakutani in her review of the book takes Updike to 
task for having attempted the woman’s point of view, Richard Gilman points out 
Updike’s conspicuous feminist stance in the novel, asserting that “[e]ven more than 
The Witches of Eastwick, S. seems to celebrate the freedom of women to pursue 
their carnal and emotional ends,” and justifies “Updike’s decision to rewrite, or to 
‘up-date,’ perhaps the greatest of all American fictions in which sex and religion 
confront one another, Hawthorne’s The Scarlet Letter” (40). Criticizing the book 
as being “nearly farcical,” Christopher Lehmann-Haupt cynically dismisses the 
religious exercises in the novel: “[L]est there be any question of disrespect for the 
mishmash of faiths that are invoked in the novel, Mr. Updike ends up pulling the 
rug out from under his plot so the entire religious dimension turns out to have 
been a joke to begin with.” William Pritchard, in a similar scathing tone, hails it as 
“incorrigibly mischievous and programmatically provocative,” and relegates it to 
a “minority status” (224, 227). Judie Newman argues: “If on one level S. offers the 
cautionary spectacle of the West depending on its formerly exploited ‘Others’ for 
self-definition, it also highlights the new imperialism of transnational corporatism” 
(Fictions of America 44). What these critics and reviewers have failed to explore 
is the exact Oriental idiom that Updike works into the novel. The subtle fusion of 
the sex-religion-art trio, performed so dexterously by the fake guru of the ashram, 
has been missed by most readers. And it is śringāra that conflates these tripartite 
elements into a harmonious fusion.
	 The pleasure of śringāra in this book is in keeping with Tantric love, the yoga 
of sex. Just as water is used to generate electricity, the instinctive animal energy of 
sex is used to generate spiritual energy. In Tantra, sex is performed only to be gone 
beyond. It is not exactly an orgy, but a restrained process, ecstasy without release, 
absorption without insemination, the cultivation of sex for its ultimate sublimation.
	 In this epistolary novel the letter S stands for the heroine Sarah Worth, sup-
posed to have been modeled on a real pilgrim, Satya Bharati, who abandoned her 
husband and children for freedom and happiness (Schiff 95). Estranged from her 
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husband, Charles, Sarah takes refuge in the Arhat Ashram in the Arizona desert—
the fictional counterpart of Rajneesh’s ashram in Oregon—in search of peace, 
solace, and spiritual bliss. Through her letters, we come to know about her past 
domestic disharmony, her daughter, Pearl, and the life of the ashram. Jack De Bellis 
argues that Sarah’s letters “form a refutation of Hester’s sexual shame, since the ‘S’ 
symbolizes the seat of Sarah’s passion in the Hindu image of Kundalini” (388). Ironi-
cally, Sarah seeks spiritual rejuvenation in an ashram situated in a desert, which tra-
ditionally symbolizes physical, emotional, and spiritual sterility. Max Weber writes: 
“The intoxication of the sexual orgy can . . . be sublimated explicitly or implicitly 
into erotic love for a god or savior. But there may also emerge from the sexual 
orgy . . . the notion that sexual surrender has a religious meritoriousness” (237). 
Although Sarah’s initial sexual surrender to the Arhat, the ashram guru, is analo-
gous to Weber’s observation, she gradually sees the hypocrisy of the sham guru, 
who uses his scriptural knowledge to justify the gratification of his sexual appetite.
	 Speaking of his creation of Sarah Worth, Updike claimed that “only the in-
nermost essence of my heroine could be called me. The rest is all made up . . . In 
writing about her, I had to sort of rethink what her past would have been” (Con-
versations 208–09). While Sarah deliberately signs her name as “S” in her letters to 
camouflage her identity, her abbreviated name also masks her real nature: under 
the veneer of religion, she indulges in unscrupulous sexuality and moral indiscre-
tions, splurges on a voluptuous lifestyle, and siphons funds from her ashram into 
her own foreign accounts. Furthermore, in a world devoid of domestic bliss and 
true meaning, and particularly in a world of religious vacuity, Sarah finds it dif-
ficult to realize a unified, complete, and meaningful identity; she rather chooses to 
express her chaotic and fragmented self by contracting her name (and identity) to 
an unassuming, prosaic “S.” Greiner suggests that “[i]n Updike’s world, the A on 
Hester’s breast can be nothing more than the vowels in Sarah’s name” (“Body and 
Soul” 495). Given Updike’s thematic preoccupations, I am tempted to add that the 
name “Sarah” may be read as an acronym for the five basic aspects of the novel: 
sex, art, religion, ashram, and hypocrisy. In the course of the novel the letter S, like 
the A in The Scarlet Letter, invites many interpretations: Sarah, sexuality, sensuality, 
spirituality, serpent, seduction, sin, sham (religiosity), scarlet, shame, slut, sizzling, 
Shakti (the consort of Shiva), sunya (zero), and, as I have argued, śringāra (rasa).
	 As mentioned above, the notion of śringāra is primarily related to the relish or 
bliss derived from tasting a delicious dish. The metaphor of tasting is borne out 
in the speech of the Arhat, preserved on Sarah’s clandestine tape recorder: “He or 
she eats the lotus. He or she drinks the rajas, which means not just blood but all 



92  T h e  J o h n  Up d i k e  R e v i e w

female secretions. The rajas are nectar. The rajas are angel food. The rajas are rasa, 
which means ‘bliss’” (109). The Arhat uses the same metaphor in another speech: 
“Kundalini tastes many things now, many sweet things from her childhood and 
spicy things from her girlhood and sour things from time as a mature woman” 
(77). Sarah relishes “tasting at last that samarasa” referred to by her guru (31). The 
literal meaning of rasa as a juice or sap is attested to when the Arhat says: “Rasa 
also means ‘sap.’ The divine sap rising in the woman, that is rajas” (109). To him, 
“A woman is Radha, sweaty with love. Sweaty with rasa” (134).
	 Śringāra rasa manifests itself in three different ways: through dress, words, and 
action. Since śringāra has its basis in men and women dressed in bright, gorgeous 
attire, Sarah pays punctilious, if not fastidious, attention to dress and accessories. 
She covets the smell of Charles’s after-shave lotion (8), advises her mother to use 
lotions with PABA and take vitamin A to keep fit (26), and brings to the ashram 
“an old denim jacket” belonging to her daughter (30). Bored with the ashram’s sari 
uniform, Sarah prefers her “one prim and proper suit, the black-and-white check 
with the boxy jacket and pleated skirt” (30). Sarah’s penchant for elegant dress is 
also found in a letter to her mother in which she refers to an admiral’s “dashing” 
appearance “in a double-breasted blazer and old-fashioned cream linen pants 
with broad cuffs” (164). She sends her pregnant daughter a “sandalwood mala 
with the tinted miniature of the Arhat and the quite expensive snakeskin sandals” 
and writes in the accompanying letter: “By even the fifth month you might get 
by with an A-line tulle-and-satin gown, and if it’s only the fourth you could even 
have the dressmaker give you a bit of waist. I love the look of a lace bodice, and a 
long stiff train, and a garland of real flowers” (202, 207). While the pilgrim Durga 
has a “black pearl above her nostril, and wears those flowing robes to make the 
best of her figure” (52), the Arhat wears “very expensive and authentic jewels” and 
“diamond wristwatch bands” (73, 117). The Arhat praises Sarah’s sari, and enjoins 
her to wear a pearl in her own nose (133). His adoring gaze extends to every part 
of her anatomy: he praises her “solid” hips (133), her feet “comely in sandals,” and 
her breasts (134). Sarah records the Arhat’s meditations upon the female body, 
“each glistening particle, each cell of skin, each hair and gland,” and how he describes 
her body as “greater than all the jewel trees” (184).
	 According to Bharata, śringāra borders on the gorgeous and the glamorous, 
and from Sarah’s letters we come to know about the voluptuous lifestyle of the 
pilgrims, who have all the amenities of a posh life within the ashram, including a 
mall and a disco. As Sarah records, she
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always thought deserts were supposed to be dead but this one is just hopping with life, 
especially after the sun goes down—and [I’m] talking into this gadget, a Seiko mini-
cassette player I bought at this electronics boutique they have over at the ashram mall. 
They sell a lot of gadgety stuff here, I was surprised, even mugs and T-shirts with the 
Arhat’s picture on them, for what I’d call wild prices, . . .” (33)

The Arhat has an air-conditioned office and travels in limousines (74, 117). The 
expensive lifestyle of the ashram is also described in Sarah’s letter to a would-be 
pilgrim: one must pay eight hundred dollars per month, plus a deposit of ten 
thousand dollars, for room and board in the ashram (58). As Newman points out: 
“The Bhagwan’s enterprise was not just a cult, but a non-located capitalist enclave 
with a marketable alterity” (Fictions 44).The physical luxuriance and ritualistic 
orgies of the fictional ashram in Updike’s novel subvert and dismantle any sense 
of religious piety, and in so doing offer a travesty of the puritanical austerity in 
The Scarlet Letter, with which S. is engaged in a conscious intertextual dialogue.
	 Śringāra in words may be found in “the Arhat’s voice on tape, his fantastic 
capacity for love” (186):

“Buddhatvam yoshidyonisamsritam.” That is a very important saying. . . . It means, 
“Buddhahood is in the female organ.” The yoni. The cunt. Buddhahood is in the cunt. 
OM mani padme HUM. The jewel is in the lotus. The jewel is the mind. The lotus is 
nirvana. The mind dissolves in nirvana. But also the jewel is the linga, the cock. The 
lotus is the cunt. . . . This is bliss, rasa. This is samarasa, the bliss of unity . . . . This is 
maithuna—fucking. (106)

According to Bharata, the god of śringāra is Lord Vishnu, who descends to earth in 
the form of Krishna. On the same tape we hear how Krishna dallies in uninhibited 
love: “Again and again Radha faints. Again and again the touch of Krishna restores 
her to vigor and to love. Then he multiplies himself nine hundred thousand times 
and copulates with nine hundred thousand Gopi women” (107–08). With a hid-
den tape recorder, Sarah records the amorous advances of the Arhat, revealed first 
in words and then in action. Sarah is shocked and terrified when he touches her 
breasts (135). She vividly describes the Arhat’s performance of śringāra: “[H]e  
slipped out of—what can I call it?—his Masterhood, his cosmic distance, and 
perched forward on that big silver-threaded armchair he uses as a sort of throne 
to grab my ass, . . .” (136).
	 The novel bristles with the determinants of śringāra during union: flowers, 
fragrance, jewels, glances, brightness, music, and dance. The Arhat describes a 
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dalliance with a woman through determinants such as inhaling her aroma and 
looking into her eyes (109). The determinant of fragrance may be found in the 
“perfumed soaps and bath oils and incense cones” sold in the ashram mall (123). 
Sarah describes her relationship with Alinga, another pilgrim, in terms of the jewel 
and lotus (168), while the Arhat offers flowers to the nayika (love-object), for, as 
he says, the woman’s “yoni is a lotus. Her mouth is a lotus” (183). Sarah also refers 
to “those ostentatious jewels” and to jeweled flowers and forests (126). The deter-
minant of dance may be found in the members of the Kali Club disco dancing in 
the rain (195).
	 As we have seen, śringāra rasa is also based on separation, and Sarah’s estranged 
husband seems conspicuous by his absence. In a letter to Charles, she nostalgically 
pines for him: “Sometimes (may I confess?), even when we were along in years and 
a distance had grown between us, even then I would miss you so much” (8). These 
lines vividly capture Sarah’s love of separation, or, to put it in Bharata’s terms, the 
vibhāvas (determinants) of śringāra rasa in vipralambha (separation). According to 
Bharata, “the Erotic Sentiment based on separation relates to a condition of retain-
ing optimism arising out of yearning and anxiety” (Ghosh 45–46). Sarah retains her 
optimism in the ashram, leaves Charles “out of love for another,” and dallies with 
her fellow pilgrims in the ashram, even sleeping with her group leader, Fritz (12, 46).
	 Love, or rati, is the dominant propelling force of sringāra rasa. The Arhat uses 
the word rati metonymically and synonymously with woman, the fountain of love: 
“We concentrate upon the beloved. It is best if she is parakiya rati—the wife of another. 
That is why I so much like your Charles. We need him. Otherwise you are apakva, un-
ripe. Otherwise you are samanya rati, ordinary woman. We must mentally conceive you 
into vishesha rati—woman extraordinary, divine essence of woman” (180). The entire 
ashram is pervaded with the aura of love: Sarah writes of “an upholding atmosphere 
of love—love streaming against my face and chest like the sunset light,” and even 
the “sunset colors” of the ashram dresses stand for love (131).
	 Sexual pleasure, the end of śringāra rasa, obsessed Updike, who admitted to 
an interviewer: “I feel I would be a poor novelist indeed if I avoided trying to say 
what I can about sex” (Conversations 188). Śringāra delights in illicit love, adulter-
ous copulation, and even in incestuous union. Racked by conjugal disharmony, 
Sarah thirsts for love and spiritual solace in the ashram. She ultimately finds a sort 
of emotional catharsis by delving into sensual pleasure and luxuriating in the carnal 
carnival of the ashram.
	 Although theoretically śringāra has its genesis in love, in S. it appears that love 
and spirituality become an excuse for uninhibited sexual enjoyment, a means of 
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dallying in sensuality, and thus provide a critique of the sham spirituality and 
hypocrisy inherent in religion. From Updike’s other novels and interviews, we 
may infer that he advocated what we may call a religion of sexuality, and sexuality 
underlying religion. But what actually incites and stimulates the śringāra rasa in 
this novel is neither true religion nor true love, but Sarah’s uninhibited adulterous 
liaisons dressed in the garb of religion. As she indulges in indiscriminate sex, she 
justifies her actions with gnomic religious clichés about the union of Shakti and 
Shiva, Krishna and Radha, prakriti (the basic) and purusha (the eternal). As Sarah 
puts it, “sexuality and spirituality are forms of one energy” (60). Updike describes 
Sarah’s sexual encounters with Fritz and the Arhat with frank clinical realism and 
an explicit raunchiness reflecting śringāra rasa in action:

Come on, Kundalini. What’s your old name? I’ve forgotten.
Sarah.
Come on, Sarah, put away that long face. . . .
Don’t touch my breasts. I mean it.
What’s this protecting your tits again suddenly? . . .
. . . You are Shakti, I am Shiva. I am Krishna and you are Radha, slippery with your own 
sweat and rajas, your hair all in shnakes and your clothes torn in delirious disharray (222–23)

A close reading of this passage, transcribed from Sarah’s clandestine recorder, 
reveals a conflation of śringāra in words and action. Note the panache of the fake 
guru’s erotic advances, blending theology with sexology and elevating śringāra 
to the status of art. Updike reveals himself to be no less artful in his ability to 
use esoteric Hindu jargon as a way of zeroing in on the religious hypocrisy and 
moral infractions among gurus in general, and clergymen in particular. While 
these scenes depict śringāra rasa in terms of sambhoga (union) with artistic felic-
ity, one cannot but notice Updike’s sarcasm reflected in the ironic tone of the 
Arhat. Rather than offer truth as a bitter pill, Updike presents religious hypocrisy 
under the sugarcoating of comic frivolity. For Updike sex was more a means than 
an end, a means of both freedom and pleasure that guarantee release and relish. 
By exploring the idiom of Hindu and Buddhist scriptures in S.—and (perhaps 
unconsciously) exploiting the art of śringāra—Updike wanted to shine a light 
on the moral indiscretions and religious hypocrisy of contemporary America. 
Commenting on the adulterous triangle in The Scarlet Letter, Updike told a French 
interviewer: “You mustn’t forget that this kind of thing happens frequently in the 
United States: clergymen are very vulnerable to the attentions of women” (Con-
versations 179).8 As Ann-Janine Morey-Gaines notes, in Rabbit, Run and other 
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novels “Updike persistently confronts the reader with a sexualized sacramentality 
that spotlights with demanding clarity the usually submerged tensions between 
religion and sexuality in American culture” (595). Updike’s attempt to fictionalize 
the controversial sex-guru Rajneesh in S. is another example of his verisimilitude 
to contemporary America.
	 Like many of Updike’s novels, S. registers disillusionment through the pro-
tagonist’s loss of religious faith. As Peter J. Bailey argues: “[T]he most compelling 
fiction John Updike has written dramatizes his protagonists’ loss of religious faith 
and the personal consequences of that loss” (43). Sarah, too, follows suit, and leaves 
the ashram. Updike in his narrative makes a harmonious conflation of śringāra rasa 
generated in union with that stimulated in separation, telescoping ecstasy with 
agony, and rapture with rupture. It is this device of deriving sweetness from sad-
ness, or what Sarah calls “the sad pleasure, the Beautifully Sorrowful” (261), that 
enriches and intensifies the pleasure of śringāra rasa, investing it with an aesthetic 
quality.

CONCLUSION

T.S. Eliot writes: “[I]n one sense, but a very limited one, [the poet] knows better 
what his poems ‘mean’ than can anyone else; he may know the history of their 
composition, the material which has gone in and come out in an unrecognizable 
form, and he knows what he was trying to do and what he was meaning to mean. 
But what a poem means is as much what it means to others as what it means to the 
author” (130). A critical reader can look into the unexplored corners the poet might 
have overlooked. “Words have a merciful vagueness,” Updike claimed, “wherein 
readers can—nay, must—use their imaginations” (Odd 35). Updike may not have 
used the term śringāra rasa in S.—though he did use the word rasa—but the novel 
gives us an exact enactment of śringāra rasa and its resultant pleasure. Furthermore, 
given the spiritual source material of this novel, and the spiritual sublimation of 
sexuality performed most aesthetically in śringāra, it would not be inappropriate 
to claim that in S. we find the assimilation and realization of Updike’s obsession 
with sex, religion, and art. Given Updike’s familiarity with Indian scriptures, epics, 
and myths; his knowledge of Hinduism and Buddhism; his admission of becom-
ing “an increasingly enthusiastic disciple of Indian religions”; and his exploration 
in S. of his sex/religion preoccupation from the Indian point of view, it is not  
surprising that he also made a virtual exploration of śringāra rasa without using 
the term.
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NOTES

	 1. All further references to this book are cited as Conversations.
	 2. Other critics have different opinions regarding the exact number of rasas. Whereas Bhamaha, 
Dandin, Dhananjaya, and Kālidāsa accept the number of rasas as eight, Abhinavagupta adds a ninth 
rasa, sānta (peaceful). Visvanātha considers vātsalya, or parental affection, to be a distinctive rasa. 
Kāvikaranapura, a contemporary of Sri Chaitanya, treats bhakti, or reverence and love for God, as a 
separate rasa.
	 3. Leon S. Roudiez suggests that sexual orgasm plays a prominent role in jouissance. Referring to 
Lacan’s discussion of the term in his 1972–1973 seminar, he argues that for Lacan jouissance is “sexual, 
spiritual, physical, conceptual at one and the same time” (16). For Barthes, on the other hand, the term 
connotes the suggestion of bliss. Lynne Pearce uses the term ravissement, attributing it to Barthes, to 
refer to the “sexual/textual” pleasures related to the “emotional field associated with that euphoric 
first connection between ‘self ’ and ‘other’ in which the amorous subject (reader) is swept away on a 
tide of abandonment, joy and devotion to the loved object (text)” (85).
	 4. The same is true of painting. If inartistic pornography offers pleasure, an artistic nude generates 
śringāra rasa. The paintings and statues in the caves of Ellora, India, embody the spirit of śringāra, and 
in S. Updike refers to the commune leader’s “first ashram, in Ellora” (47).
	 5. The illicit birth of some of the greatest Indian epic figures—such as the five Pandavas; their 
elder brother, Karna, who was born to his mother, Kunti, prior to her marriage by the Sungod; and 
above all, Vyāsa, the creator of the Mahābhārata—attests to this creative energy of śringāra.
	 6. According to Abhinavagupta, śringāra is actually love as aesthetically realized. In his 
Śringaraprakāśa, Bhojarāja associates śringāra with the ego, which triggers desire. Only a man stimu-
lated by desires can enjoy the true taste of śringāra. Lollata probes into the psychological genesis of 
the sthāyibhāvas that are transmuted into rasas, maintaining that they emanate from the desires and 
instinctual drives of the human heart. Whereas Lollata locates the emergence of rasa in the actor and 
presumes that the audience also participates in the relish of rasa, Bhattanayaka assigns rasa to the 
audience alone. One must note that the true relish of any particular rasa is possible only in a percep-
tive and appreciative person. See De (177–219), Mukherjee (264–343), and Dani & Madge (31–49).
	 7. Vātsāyana argues that just as we take physical food to keep our bodies fit, we should partake of 
carnal food (i.e., sex) to keep ourselves stable and composed. The Kāmasutra is basically a scientific 
exposition of the act of coitus. Vātsyāyana talks about two kinds of carnality, or kāma: sāmanya kāma, 
the superficial pleasure related to sight, sound, and other sensory perception; and vishesha kāma, the 
total involvement which requires a partner and delights in orgasm (39).
	 8. Schiff relates the sexual lapse of Hawthorne’s adulterous minister Arthur Dimmesdale to “the 
ministerial sex scandals involving Jimmy Swaggart and Jim Bakker, and the political sex scandals with 
Gary Hart and Donna Rice, Clarence Thomas and Anita Hill” (9).

WORKS CITED

Bailey, Peter J. Rabbit (Un)Redeemed: The Drama of Belief in John Updike’s Fiction. Teaneck: Fairleigh 
Dickinson UP, 2006.

Barthes, Roland. The Pleasure of the Text. Trans. Richard Miller. New York: Hill and Wang, 1975.



98  T h e  J o h n  Up d i k e  R e v i e w

Dani, A.P., and V.M. Madge, eds. Classical Literary Theory and Criticism. Delhi: Pencraft, 2001.
De, Sushil Kumar. History of Sanskrit Poetics. Calcutta: Firma KLM, 1976. 
———. Some Problems of Sanskrit Poetics. Calcutta: Firma KLM, 1981.
De Bellis, Jack. The John Updike Encyclopedia. Westport: Greenwood, 2000.
Eliot, T.S. The Use of Poetry and the Use of Criticism. 1933. Cambridge: Harvard UP, 1986.
Gagnon, John H., and William Simon, eds. The Sexual Scene. 2nd ed. Piscataway: Transaction, 1973.
Ghosh, Manmohan, trans. & ed. The Natyasastra ascribed to Bharata-Muni. Vol. 1. Calcutta: Grantha-

laya, 1967.
Gilman, Richard. “The Witches of Updike.” Review of S., by John Updike. New Republic 20 June 

1988: 39–41.
Greiner, Donald J. Adultery in the Novel: Updike, James, and Hawthorne. Columbia: U of South Carolina 

P, 1985.
———. “Body and Soul: John Updike and The Scarlet Letter.” Journal of Modern Literature 15 (Spring 

1989): 475–95.
Hunt, George W.S.J. John Updike and the Three Great Secret Things: Sex, Religion, and Art. Grand 

Rapids: Eerdmans, 1980.
Kakutani, Michiko. “Updike’s Long Struggle to Portray Women.” Rev. of S., by John Updike. New 

York Times 5 May 1988: C29.
Kunkel, Francis L. Passion and the Passion: Sex and Religion in Modern Literature. Philadelphia: West-

minster, 1975.
Lehmann-Haupt, Christopher. “In John Updike’s Latest, the Woman Called S.” Rev. of S., by John 

Updike. New York Times 7 March 1988: C16.
Lurie, Alison. “The Woman Who Rode Away.” Rev. of Trust Me and S., by John Updike. New York 

Review of Books 12 May 1988: 3–4.
Marcuse, Herbert. Eros and Civilization: A Philosophical Inquiry into Freud. 1955. Boston: Beacon, 1974.
Morey-Gaines, Ann-Janine. “Religion and Sexuality in Walker Percy, William Gass, and John Updike: 

Metaphors of Embodiment in the Androcentric Imagination.” Journal of American Academy of 
Religion 51:4 (December 1983): 595–609.

Mukherjee, Ramaranjan. Literary Criticism in Ancient India. Calcutta: Sanskrit Pustaka Bhandar, 1966.
Newman, Judie. Fictions of America: Narratives of Global Empire. New York: Routledge, 2007.
———. John Updike. London: Macmillan, 1988.
Pearce, Lynne. Feminism and the Politics of Reading. London: Arnold, 1997.
Plath, James. “Shaping Graces: John Updike, Middleness, and the American Experience.” Critical 

Insights: John Updike. Ed. Bernard F. Rodgers Jr. Pasadena: Salem, 2012. 49–64.
———, ed. Conversations with John Updike. Jackson: U of Mississippi P, 1994.
Pritchard, William H. Updike: America’s Man of Letters. Amherst: U of Massachusetts P, 2000.
Roudiez, Leon S., trans. Desire in Language: A Semiotic Approach to Literature and Art, by Julia Kristeva. 

New York: Columbia UP, 1980.
Schiff, James A. Updike’s Version: Rewriting The Scarlet Letter. Columbia: U of Missouri P, 1992.
Singh, Sukhbir. “The Novel According to John Updike.” Interview with John Updike. SPAN (Sept.-

Oct. 1997): 40.
Thorburn, David, and Howard Eiland, eds. John Updike: A Collection of Critical Essays. Englewood 

Cliffs: Prentice-Hall, 1979.



p r a d i p ta  s e n gup ta   99

Updike, John. Assorted Prose. New York: Knopf, 1965.
———. The Complete Henry Bech. New York: Everyman’s Library, 2001.
———. Due Considerations: Essays and Criticism. New York: Knopf, 2007.
———. More Matter: Essays and Criticism. New York: Knopf, 1999.
———. Odd Jobs: Essays and Criticism. New York: Knopf, 1991.
———. S. New York: Knopf, 1988.
———. Self-Consciousness. New York: Knopf, 1989.
Vātsyāyana. KāmaSutra. Ed. Panchanan Tarkaratna. Calcutta: Sanskrit Pustaka Bhandar, 1938.
Weber, Max. The Sociology of Religion. Trans. Ephraim Fischoff. Boston: Beacon, 1963.
Weeks, Jeffrey. Sexuality and Its Discontents: Meanings, Myths and Modern Sexualities. London: Rout-

ledge & Kegan Paul, 1985.





Three Writers on “Gesturing”

This section in the JUR provides space for three invited writers to compose  
responses to a single Updike story, novel, poem, or essay. The objective is to  
bring attention to a range of Updike’s writings, particularly ones that have been 
neglected, and to provide a forum in which a range of writers—critics, scholars, 
fiction writers, editors—seek to better understand an individual work. 
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Gesturing
JOHN UPDIKE

She told him with a little gesture he had never seen her use before. Joan had called 
from the station, having lunched with her lover, Richard guessed. He had been 
spending the Saturday baby-sitting for his own children, in the house the Maples 
had once shared. Her new Volvo was handier in the driveway, but for several 
minutes it refused to go into first gear for him. By the time he had reached the 
center of town, she had walked down the main street and up the hill to the green. 
It was September, leafy and warm, yet with a crystal chill on things, an uncanny 
clarity. Even from a distance they smiled to see one another. She opened the door 
and seated herself, fastening the safety belt to silence its chastening buzz. Her 
face was rosy from her walk; her city clothes looked like a costume; she carried a 
small package or two, token of her “shopping.” Richard tried to pull a U-turn on 
the narrow street, and in the long moment of his halting and groping for reverse 
gear she told him. “Darley,” she said, and, oddly, tentatively, soundlessly, tapped 
the fingers of one hand into the palm of the other, a gesture between a child’s clap 
of glee and an adult’s signal for attention, “I’ve decided to kick you out. I’m going 
to ask you to leave town.”
	 Abruptly full, his heart thumped; it was what he wanted. “O.K.,” he said care-
fully. “If you think you can manage.” He glanced sideways at her face to see if she 
meant it; he could not believe she did. A red, white, and blue mail truck that had 
braked to a stop behind them tapped its horn, more reminder than rebuke; the 
Maples were known in the town. They had lived here most of their married life.
	 Richard found reverse, backed up, and completed the turn. The car, so new 
and stiff, in motion felt high and light, as if it too had just been vaporized in her 



104  T h e  J o h n  Up d i k e  R e v i e w

little playful clap. “Things are stagnant,” she explained, “stuck; we’re not going 
anywhere.”
	 “I will not give her up,” he interposed.
	 “Don’t tell me, you’ve told me.”
	 “Nor do I see you giving him up.”
	 “I would if you asked. Are you asking?”
	 “No. Horrors. He’s all I’ve got.”
	 “Well, then. Go where you want; I think Boston would be most fun for the 
kids to visit. And the least boring for you.”
	 “I agree. When do you see this happening?” Her profile, in the side of his* 
vision, felt brittle, about to break if he said a wrong word, too rough a word. He 
was holding his breath, trying to stay up, high and light, like the car. They went 
over the bump this side of the old stone bridge; cigarette smoke jarred loose from 
Joan’s face.
	 “As soon as you can find a place,” she said. “Next week. Is that too soon?”
	 “Probably.”
	 “Is this too sad? Do I seem brutal to you?”
	 “No, you seem wonderful, very gentle and just, as always. It’s right. It’s just 
something I couldn’t do myself. How can you possibly live without me in town?”
	 In the edge of his vision her face turned; he turned to see, and her expression 
was mischievous, brave, flushed. They must have had wine at lunch. “Easy.” Joan 
said. He knew it was a bluff, a brave gesture; she was begging for reprieve. But he 
held silent, he refused to argue. This way, he had her pride on his side.
	 The curves of the road poured by, mailboxes, trees some of which were already 
scorched by the turn of the year. He asked, “Is this your idea, or his?”
	 “Mine. It came to me on the train. All Andy said was, I seemed to be feeding 
you all the time.” In the weeks since their summer of separated vacations, Richard 
had been sleeping in a borrowed seaside shack two miles from their home; he 
tried to cook there, but each evening, as the nights grew shorter, it seemed easier, 
and kinder to the children, to eat the dinner Joan had cooked. He was used to her 
cooking; indeed, his body, every cell, was composed of her cooking. Dinner would 
lead to a post-dinner drink, while the children (two were off at school, two were 
still homebound) plodded through their homework or stared at television, and 

	 * Though the word “her” appears in most editions, “his,” which was used in The Best American 
Short Stories of the Century (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1999), would seem more accurate.



j o h n  up d i k e   105

drinking would lead to talking, confidences, harsh words, maudlin tears, and an 
occasional uxorious collapse upward, into bed. She was right; it was not healthy, 
or progressive. The twenty years were by, when it would have been convenient to 
love one another.

He found the apartment in Boston on the second day of hunting. The real-estate 
agent had red hair, a round bottom, and a mask of makeup worn as if to conceal her 
youth. Richard felt happy and scared, going up and down stairs behind her. Wearier 
of him than he was of her, she fidgeted the key into this lock, bucked the door open 
with her shoulder, and made her little open-handed gesture of helpless display.
	 The floor was not the usual wall-to-wall shag or splintered wood, but black 
and white tile, like the floor in a Vermeer; he glanced to the window, saw the sky-
scraper, and knew that this would do. The skyscraper, for years suspended in a 
famous state of incompletion, was a beautiful disaster, famous because it was a 
disaster (glass kept falling from it) and disastrous because it was beautiful: the 
architect had had a vision. He had dreamed of an invisible building, though im-
mense; the glass was meant to reflect the sky and the old low brick skyline of Bos-
ton, and to melt into the sky. Instead, the windows of mirroring glass kept falling 
to the street, and were replaced by ugly opacities of black plywood. Yet enough  
reflecting surface remained to give an impression, through the wavery old window  
of this sudden apartment, of huge blueness, a vertical cousin to the horizontal 
huge blueness of the sea that Richard awoke to each morning, in the now bone-
deep morning chill of his unheated shack. He said to the redhead, “Fine,” and her 
charcoal eyebrows lifted. His hands trembled as he signed the lease, having written  
“Sep” in the space for marital status. From a drugstore he phoned the news, not to 
his wife, whom it would sadden, but to his mistress, equally far away. “Well,” he told 
her in an accusing voice, “I found one. I signed the lease. Incredible. In the middle of 
all this fine print there was the one simple sentence, ‘There shall be no waterbeds.’”
	 “You sound so shaky.”
	 “I feel I’ve given birth to a black hole.”
	 “Don’t do it, if you don’t want to.” From the way Ruth’s voice paused and faded  
he imagined she was reaching for a cigarette, or an ashtray, settling herself to a 
session of lover-babying.
	 “I do want to. She wants me to. We all want me to. Even the children are turned 
on. Or pretend to be.”
	 She ignored the “pretend.” “Describe it to me.”
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	 All he could remember was the floor, and the view of the blue disaster with 
reflected clouds drifting across its face. And the redhead. She had told him where 
to shop for food, where to do his laundry. He would have laundry?
	 “It sounds nice,” was Ruth’s remote response, when he had finished saying 
what he could. Two people, one of them a sweating black mailman, were waiting 
to use the phone booth. He hated the city already, its crowding, its hunger.
	 “What sounds nice about it?” he snapped.
	 “Are you so upset? Don’t do it if you don’t want to.”
	 “Stop saying that.” It was a tedious formality both observed, the pretense that 
they were free, within each of their collapsing marriages, to do as they pleased; guilt 
avoidance was the game, and Ruth had grown expert at it. Her words often seemed 
not real words but blank counters, phrases of a prescribed etiquette. Whereas his 
wife’s words always opened inward, transparent with meaning.
	 “What else can I say,” Ruth asked, “except that I love you?” And at its far end 
the phone sharply sighed. He could picture the gesture: she had turned her face 
away from the mouthpiece and forcefully exhaled, in that way she had, expressive 
of exasperation even when she felt none, of exhaling and simultaneously stub-
bing out a cigarette smoked not halfway down its length, so it crumpled under 
her impatient fingers like an angry sentence thought better of. Her conspicuous 
unthriftiness pained him. All waste pained him. He wanted abruptly to hang up, 
but saw that, too, as a wasteful gesture, and hung on.

Alone in his apartment, he discovered himself to be a neat and thrifty housekeeper. 
When a woman left, he would promptly set about restoring his bachelor order, 
emptying the ashtrays which, if the visitor had been Ruth, brimmed with long pale 
bodies prematurely extinguished and, if Joan, with butts so short as to be scarcely 
more than filters. Neither woman, it somehow pleased him to observe, ever made 
more than a gesture toward cleaning up—the bed a wreck, the dishes dirty, each 
of his three ashtrays (one glass, one pottery, and one a tin cookie-jar lid) systemati-
cally touched, likes the bases in baseball. Emptying them, he would smile at Ruth’s 
messy morgue, or at Joan’s nest of filters, discreet as white pebbles in a bowl of nar-
cissi. When he chastised Ruth for stubbing out cigarettes still so long, she pointed 
out, of course, with her beautiful, unblinking assumption of her own primary 
worth, how much better it was for her, for her lungs, to kill the cigarette early; and 
of course she was right, better other-destructive than self-destructive. Ruth was 
love, she was life, that was why he loved her. Yet Joan’s compulsive economy, her 
discreet death wish, was as dearly familiar to him as her tiny repressed handwriting 
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and the tight curls of her dark pubic hair, so Richard smiled emptying her ashtrays 
also. His smile was a gesture without an audience. He, who had originated his act 
among parents and grandparents, siblings and pets, and who had developed it for 
a public of schoolmates and teachers, and who had carried it to new refinements 
before an initially rapt audience of his own children, could not in solitude stop 
performing. He had engendered a companion of sorts, an admirer from afar—the 
blue skyscraper. He felt it with him all the time.
	 Blue, it showed greener than the sky. For a time Richard was puzzled, why the 
clouds reflected in it drifted in the same direction as the clouds behind it. With an 
effort of spatial imagination he perceived that a mirror does not reverse our motion, 
though it does transpose our ears, and gives our mouths a tweak, so that the face 
even of a loved one looks unfamiliar and ugly when seen in a mirror, the way she—
queer thought!—always sees it. He saw that a mirror posed in its midst would not 
affect the motion of an army; and often half a reflected cloud matched the half of 
another beyond the building’s edge, moving as one, pierced by a jet trail as though 
by Cupid’s arrow. The disaster sat light on the city’s heart. At night, it showed as 
a dim row of little lights, as if a slender ship were sailing the sky, and during a rain 
or fog it vanished entirely, while the brick chimney pots and ironstone steeples 
in Richard’s foreground swarthily intensified their substance. Even unseen, it was 
there; so Richard himself, his soul, was always there. He tried to analyze the logic 
of window replacement, as revealed in the patterns of gap and glass. He detected 
no logic, just the slow-motion labor of invisible workers, emptying and filling cells 
of glass with the brainlessness of bees. If he watched for many minutes, he might 
see, like the condensation of a dewdrop, a blank space go glassy, and reflective, 
and greenish-blue. Days passed before he realized that, on the old glass near his 
nose, the wavery panes of his own window, ghostly previous tenants armed with 
diamonds had scratched initials, names, dates, and, cut deepest and whitest of all, 
the touching, comical vow, incised in two trisyllabic lines,

With this ring
I thee wed

	 What a transparent wealth of previous lives overlay a city’s present joy! As he 
walked the streets his own happiness surprised him. He had expected to be sad, 
guilty, bored. Instead, his days were snugly filled with his lists, his quest for food 
and hardware, his encounters with such problematical wife-substitutes as the 
Laundromat, where students pored over Hesse and picked at their chins while 
their clothes tumbled in circular fall, and where young black housewives hummed 
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as they folded white linen. What an unexpected pleasure, walking home in the 
dark hugging to himself clean clothes hot as fresh bread, past the bow windows 
of Back Bay glowing like display cases. He felt sober and exhilarated and justified 
at the hour when in the suburbs, rumpled from the commute, he would be into 
his hurried second pre-dinner drink. He liked the bringing home of food, the 
tautological satisfaction of cooking a meal and then eating it all, as the radio fed 
Bach or Bechet into his ears and a book gazed open-faced from the reading stand 
he had bought; he liked the odd orderly game of consuming before food spoiled 
and drinking before milk soured. He liked the way airplanes roamed the brown 
night sky, a second, thinner city laid upon this one, and the way police sirens sang, 
scooping up some disaster not his. It could not last, such happiness. It was an 
interim, a holiday. But an oddly clean and just one, rectilinear, dignified, though 
marred by gaps of sudden fear and disorientation. Each hour had to be scheduled 
lest he fall through. He moved like a waterbug, like a skipping stone, upon the 
glassy tense surface of his new life. He walked everywhere. Once he walked to the 
base of the blue skyscraper, his companion and witness. It was hideous. Heavily 
planked and chicken-wired tunnels, guarded by barking policemen, protected 
pedestrians from falling glass, and the owners of the building, already 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 lovely in 
air, had tangled mucky roots. Richard avoided walking that way again.
	 When Ruth visited, they played a game, of washing—scouring, with a Brillo 
Pad—one white square of the Vermeer floor, so eventually it would all appear 
clean. The black squares they ignored. Naked, scrubbing, Ruth seemed on her 
knees a plump little steed, long hair swinging, soft breasts swaying in rhythm to 
her energetic circular strokes. Behind, her pubic hair, uncurly and fair, made a kind 
of nether mane. So lovably strange, she rarely was allowed to clean more than one 
square. Time, carefully regulated when he was alone, sped for them, and vanished. 
There seemed time to talk only at the end, her hand on the door. She asked, “Isn’t 
that building amazing, with the sunset in it?”
	 “I love that building. And it loves me.”
	 “No. It’s me who loves you.”
	 “Can’t you share?”
	 “No.”
	 She felt possessive about the apartment; when he told her Joan had been there, 
too, and, just for “fun,” had slept with him, her husband, Ruth wailed into the 
telephone. “In our bed?”
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	 “In my bed,” he said, with uncharacteristic firmness.
	 “In your bed,” she conceded, her voice husky as a sleepy child’s. When the 
conversation finally ended, his mistress sufficiently soothed, he had to go lean 
his vision against his inanimate, giant friend, dimming to mauve on one side, still 
cerulean on the other, faintly streaked with reflections of high cirrus. It spoke to 
him, as the gaze of a dumb beast speaks, of beauty and suffering, of a simplicity 
that must perish, of time. Evening would soften its shade to slate; night would 
envelop its sides. Richard’s focus shortened, and he read, with irritation, for the 
hundredth time, that impudent, pious marring, that bit of litany, etched bright by 
the sun’s fading fire.

With this ring
I thee wed

	 Ruth, months ago, had removed her wedding ring. Coming here to embark 
with him upon an overnight trip, she wore on that naked finger, as a reluctant 
concession to imposture, an inherited diamond ring. When she held her hand in 
the sunlight by the window, a planetary system of rainbows wheeled about the 
room and signalled, he imagined, to the skyscraper. In the hotel in New York, she 
confided again her indignation at losing her name in the false assumption of his.
	 “It’s just a convenience,” he told her. “A gesture.”
	 “But I like who I am now,” she protested. That was, indeed, her central jewel, 
infrangible and bright: she liked who she was.
	 In Manhattan they had gone separate ways and, returning before him, she had 
asked at the hotel desk for the room key by number. The clerk asked her her name. 
It was a policy. He would not give the key to a number. 
	 “And what did you tell him your name was?” Richard asked, in this pause of 
her story.
	 In her pause and opaque blue stare, he saw re-created her hesitation when 
challenged by the clerk. Also, she had been, before her marriage, a second-grade 
teacher, and Richard saw now the manner—prim, wide-eyed, and command-
ing—with which she must have stood before the blackboard and confronted those 
roomfuls of children. “I told him Maple.”
	 Richard had smiled. “That sounds right.”

Taking Joan out to dinner felt illicit. She suggested it, for “fun,” at the end of one 
of the children’s Sundays. He had been two months in Boston, new habits had 
replaced old, and it was tempting to leave their children, who were bored and 
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found it easier to be bored by television than by this bossy visitor. “Stop telling 
me you’re bored,” he had scolded John, the most docile of his children, and the 
one he felt guiltiest about. “Fourteen is supposed to be a boring age. When I was 
fourteen, I lay around reading science fiction. You lie around looking at Kung Fu. 
At least I was learning to read.”
	 “It’s good,” John protested, his adolescent voice cracking in fear of being dis-
tracted from an especially vivid piece of slow-motion tai chi. Richard, when living 
here, had watched the program with him often enough to know that it was, in a 
sense, good; the hero’s Oriental passivity, relieved by spurts of mystical violence, 
was insinuating into the child a system of ethics, just as Richard had taken ideals 
of behavior from dime movies and comic books—coolness from Bogart, debonair 
recklessness from Errol Flynn, duality and deceit from Superman.
	 He dropped to one knee beside the sofa where the boy, his upper lip fuzzy and 
his eyebrows manly dark, stoically gazed into the transcendent flickering; Richard’s 
own voice nearly cracked, asking, “Would it be less boring if Dad still lived here?”
	 “No-oh”: the answer was instantaneous and impatient, as if the question had 
been anticipated. Did the boy mean it? His eyes did not for an instant glance side-
ways, perhaps out of fear of betraying himself, perhaps out of genuine boredom 
with grownups and their gestures. On television, satisfyingly, gestures killed. 
Richard rose from his supplicant position, relieved to hear Joan coming down 
the stairs. She was dressed to go out, in the snug black dress with the scalloped 
neckline, and a collar of Mexican silver. He was wary. He must be wary. They had 
had it. They must have had it.
	 Yet the cocktails, and the seafood, and the wine displaced his wariness; he 
heard himself saying, to the so familiar and so strange face across the table, “She’s 
lovely, and loves me, you know”—he felt embarrassed, like a son suddenly aware 
that his mother, though politely attentive, is indifferent to the urgency of an athletic 
contest being described—“but she does spell everything out, and wants everything 
spelled out to her. It’s like being back in the second grade. And the worst thing 
is, for all this explaining, for all this glorious fucking, she’s still not real to me, the 
way—you are.” His voice did break; he had gone too far.
	 Joan put her left hand, still bearing their wedding ring, flat on the tablecloth 
in a sensible, level gesture. “She will be,” she promised. “It’s a matter of time.”
	 The old pattern was still the one visible to the world. The waitress, who had 
taught their children in Sunday school, greeted them as if their marriage were un-
broken; they ate in this restaurant three or four times a year, and were on schedule. 
They had known the ginger-haired contractor who had built it, this mock-antique 
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wing, a dozen years ago, and then left town, bankrupt but oddly cheerful. His 
memory hovered between the beams. Another couple, older than the Maples—the 
husband had once worked with Richard on a town committee—came up to their 
booth beaming, jollying, in that obligatory American way. Did they know? It didn’t 
much matter, in this nation of temporary arrangements. The Maples jollied back 
as one, and tumbled loose only when the older couple moved away. Joan gazed 
after their backs. “I wonder what they have,” she asked, “that we didn’t.”
	 “Maybe they had less,” Richard said, “so they didn’t expect more.”
	 “That’s too easy.” She was a shade resistant to his veiled compliments; he was 
grateful. Please resist.
	 He asked, “How do you think the kids are doing? John seemed withdrawn.”
	 “That’s how he is. Stop picking at him.”
	 “I just don’t want him to think he has to be your little husband. That house 
feels huge now.”
	 “You’re telling me.”
	 “I’m sorry.” He was; he put his hands palms up on the table.
	 “Isn’t it amazing,” Joan said, “how a full bottle of wine isn’t enough for two 
people any more?”
	 “Should I order another bottle?” He was dismayed, secretly: the waste.
	 She saw this, and said, “No. Just give me half of what’s in your glass.”
	 “You can have it all.” He poured.
	 She said, “So your fucking is really glorious?”
	 He was embarrassed by the remark now, and feared it set a distasteful trend. 
As with Ruth there was an etiquette of independent adultery, so with Joan some 
code of separation must be maintained. “It usually is,” he told her, “between people 
who aren’t married.”
	 “Is dat right, white man?” A swallow of his wine inside her, Joan began to swell 
with impending hilarity. She leaned as close as the table would permit. “You must 
promise”—a gesture went with “promise,” a protesting little splaying of her hands—
“never to tell this to anybody, not even Ruth.”
	 “Maybe you shouldn’t tell me. In fact, don’t.” He understood why she had been 
laconic up to now; she had been wanting to talk about her lover, holding him warm 
within her like a baby. She was going to betray him. “Please don’t,” Richard said.
	 “Don’t be such a prig. You’re the only person I can talk to, it doesn’t mean a thing.”
	 “That’s what you said about our going to bed in my apartment.”
	 “Did she mind?”
	 “Incredibly.”
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	 Joan laughed, and Richard was struck, for the thousandth time, by the perfec-
tion of her teeth, even and rounded and white, bared by her lips as if in proof of a 
perfect skull, an immaculate soul. Her glee whirled her to a kind of heaven as she 
confided stories about herself and Andy—how he and a motel manageress had 
quarrelled over the lack of towels in a room taken for the afternoon, how he fell 
asleep for exactly seven minutes each time after making love. Richard had known 
Andy for years, a slender swarthy specialist in corporation law, himself divorced, 
though professionally engaged in the finicking arrangement of giant mergers. A 
fussy dresser, a churchman, he brought to many occasions an undue dignity and 
perhaps had been more attracted to Joan’s surface glaze, her New England cool, 
than the mischievous imps underneath. “My psychiatrist thinks Andy was sym-
biotic with you, and now that you’re gone, I can see him as absurd.”
	 “He’s not absurd. He’s good, loyal, handsome, prosperous. He tithes. He has a 
twelve handicap. He loves you.”
	 “He protects you from me, you mean. His buttons!—we have to allow a half-
hour afterwards for him to do up all his buttons. If they made four-piece suits, he’d 
wear them. And he washes—he washes everything, every time.”
	 “Stop,” Richard begged. “Stop telling me all this.”
	 But she was giddy amid the spinning mirrors of her betrayals, her face so 
flushed and aquiver the waitress sympathetically giggled, pouring the Maples their 
coffee. Joan’s face was pink as a peony, her eyes a blue pale as ice, almost transpar-
ent. He saw through her words to what she was saying—that these lovers, however 
we love them, are not us, are not sacred as reality is sacred. We are reality. We have 
made children. We gave each other our young bodies. We promised to grow old 
together.
	 Joan described an incident in her house, once theirs, when the plumber unex-
pectedly arrived. Richard had to laugh with her; that house’s plumbing problems 
were an old joke, an ongoing saga. “The back-door bell rang, Mr. Kelly stomped 
right in, you know how the kitchen echoes in the bedroom, we had had it.” She 
looked, to see if her meaning was clear. He nodded. Her eyes sparkled. She empha-
sized, of the knock, “Just at the very moment,” and, with a gesture akin to the gentle 
clap in the car a world ago, drew with one fingertip a v in the air, as if beginning 
to write “very.” The motion was eager, shy, exquisite, diffident, trusting: he saw 
all its meanings and knew that she would never stop gesturing within him, never; 
though a decree come between them, even death, her gestures would endure, cut 
into glass.
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Motions of Meaning: John Updike’s 
“Gesturing”

ROBERT M. LUSCHER

As editor of The Best American Short Stories of the Century (1999), John Updike se-
lected fifty-four stories by other writers, deferring to his coeditor, Katrina Kenison, 
on whether to include one of his own from those that had appeared in one of the 
previous annual Best American Short Stories collections, of which Kenison had been 
series editor since 1990. As she notes in her foreword, Updike had “the distinction 
of being the only living writer whose work has appeared in these volumes in each 
consecutive decade since the 1950s,” so there was no question in her mind that 
he should be represented. Updike, though, “would not agree to the long story [“A 
Sandstone Farmhouse”] that would have been my choice,” she writes, “and insisted 
on a much shorter piece instead” (xiv). He thought “Gesturing,” as he later told 
an interviewer, “was crisper. For the space it took up, it delivered more: it’s edgier, 
a little more tricky, it has a kind of fugal quality, and rightly or wrongly, it was my 
choice to represent me” (“Book of John”). One of eleven Updike stories that had 
appeared previously in the series,1 “Gesturing”—like many others on that list—is 
not among those commonly selected for inclusion in anthologies and literary 
survey texts: “A & P” and “Separating” are the favorites. Originally published in 
Playboy, one of his venues for stories bypassed by the New Yorker, “Gesturing” 
embodies the best of Updike’s talents in short fiction. It features his frequent 
protagonists Joan and Richard Maple, through whom he treated the travails of 
modern marriage; as such, the story references the sociohistoric dimension that 
makes his short fiction oeuvre a chronicle of the postwar era’s cultural evolution. 
Robert Detweiler, in discussing Updike’s compilation of Maples stories Too Far to 
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Go (1979),2 declares that “‘Separating’ is a masterpiece [in] itself and in the context 
of this collection,” but singles out “Gesturing,” which follows “Separating” in the 
volume, as “possibly the best” of its “final quartet of stories” (169).
	 The oft-anthologized “A & P”—fast-moving, plot-driven, first-person nar-
rated—is in many ways a less typical Updike story than “Gesturing,” which treats 
time more fluidly, tracing the movement by the Maples to end the marriage that 
has endured for twenty years despite various attempts to set themselves in decisive 
motion toward that act. As it skips blocks of time and advances by linguistic and 
imagistic association, “Gesturing” exhibits some of the composite quality of those 
stories in Updike’s canon that he terms “farraginous narrative[s]” (Hugging the 
Shore 852), characterized by the juxtaposition of a progressive series of incidents 
and images, with only a general arc of moving forward in time; “Packed Dirt, 
Churchgoing, A Dying Cat, A Traded Car” is an early example of this montage 
technique, while “Trust Me” is a later, less disparate representative of the form. 
Nonetheless, “Gesturing” develops chronologically, supported by a thin but solid 
plot that involves the accomplishment of a more significant spatial separation of the 
couple, initiated by Joan in the opening scene. Further, the story is solidly anchored 
by its central symbol, around which the other elements gravitate: the ambitious 
but structurally flawed John Hancock building, which dominates Richard’s view 
from his new apartment in Boston and which embodies a type of gesture: the 
grand human endeavor to create something meaningful and lasting. A symbolic 
counterpoint to the marriage, it becomes the story’s thematic center, a recurrent 
point of reference for Richard’s reflections and, ultimately, for uniting the network 
of everyday gestures woven into the drama of Richard’s discovery concerning the 
surprising permanence of the seemingly ephemeral.
	 “Gesturing” differs in texture from the dense and metaphorically intricate lyric 
stories in the vein of “Leaves,” an early Updike story about an adultery-related 
marital hiatus,3 but its imagistic dimension is rich, with verbal cross-references that 
provide surprising links and a leitmotif of varied gestures working contrapuntally 
in temporal movement. The word “gesture” itself forms a type of refrain, vying for 
but not quite assuming predominance in the narrative, with the reader anticipating 
the next repetition as a network of imagery is assembled, setting up the final en-
twining at closure. If the plotless, densely woven texture of the meditative “Leaves” 
is—as Updike characterizes it in a rare instance of critical self-defense—“taut and 
symmetrical lace” (Hugging 853), “Gesturing” represents an admirable balance 
between the temporal and spatial, resolutely tending forward in time to fulfill the 
expectation of definitive separation that Joan initiates with her opening gesture 
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while also developing a network of imagery. As Updike explains in his introduction 
to The Best American Short Stories of the Century, it “seemed of the several available 
to offer the most graceful weave, mingling the image of a defenestrating skyscraper 
with those from a somewhat gaily collapsing marriage” (xxii). This “graceful weave” 
of complementary narrative dimensions provides commentary not only on the 
couple’s evolving and unraveling relationship but also on the enigmatic nature of 
human communication, specifically the unique language of nonverbal gestures that 
couples such as the Maples share. While the narrator must describe these gestures 
in words, their ultimate meaning must be read in the interstices between language 
and action, sound and motion.
	 The Maples begin the story engaged in a trial separation that has not accom-
plished its purpose—not surprising when “Gesturing” is read in the context of 
Too Far to Go, whose title perhaps characterizes the couple’s attitude toward the 
distance back to when they were happy or the distance they must travel to undo 
their marriage. Other stories depict a number of earlier attempts, such as the kill-
or-cure trip in “Twin Beds in Rome,” where they feel “[t]heir marriage let go like 
an overgrown vine whose half-hidden stem had been slashed in the dawn by an 
ancient gardener” (72), but the marriage endures despite all these efforts. Until 
Joan decrees that Richard will move out of town, he has been persistently present 
in the house they no longer share, falling into a pattern of eating, drinking, and 
“uxorious collapse” (105) with her, clinging to the slashed vine of their marriage.* 
As Richard drives to town to pick up Joan in the opening scene, the September 
weather is described as “leafy and warm, yet with a crystal chill on things, an un-
canny clarity” (103). In this atmosphere of clarity, Richard guesses that Joan has 
just lunched with her lover, an inference based on her energy and the presence of 
packages that he suspects were purchased to create the impression that her excur-
sion was a shopping trip—perhaps the first gesture to be read. The description of 
the weather subtly evokes what Updike calls the Maples’ “arboreal innocence” (9), 
though both have been guilty of infidelity. Its clashing temperatures suggest the 
seesaw duet of emotions that has come to characterize their marriage as it moves 
inexorably toward its dissolution; it also perhaps reflects the overall moral that 
Updike announces in his foreword: “all blessings are mixed” (10).
	 During their marriage, the Maples have developed what Updike calls “a lan-
guage all its own” (10), augmented by gestures that can be readily translated by 

	 * Page references to “Gesturing” are to the text as reprinted in this issue of The John Updike Review, 
which is the text used in The Early Stories, 1953–1975 (New York: Knopf, 2003).
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the other, as Richard does with the story’s first explicitly named gesture, enacted 
by Joan as he is “groping for reverse gear” in her unfamiliar car. Relating that she 
has finally decided to kick him out once and for all, ending the impasse in their 
current situation, she accompanies the news with an arresting motion: “she . . . 
oddly, tentatively, soundlessly, tapped the fingers of one hand into the palm of the 
other, a gesture between a child’s clap of glee and an adult’s signal for attention” 
(103). To emphasize that they must shift the stalled dissolution of their relationship 
into a forward gear, Joan complements her verbal message with this bit of body 
language partaking of both youthful joy and adult authority, betraying her excite-
ment and resolve. Coming after “Separating,” in which Richard is unable to carry 
through with the plans they have made to reveal their separation to the children, 
Joan’s gesture signals that she means to take charge once again in order to lead the 
couple as they travel the final distance to their separation from each other. Her 
announced rationale for her directive is that they are “stagnant, . . . stuck; we’re 
not going anywhere” (104), evoking the volume’s title: if the Maples indeed have 
“too far to go,” they will never travel the distance without a push such as Joan is 
now making.
	 As in a number of the other Maples stories, what is unsaid beneath the surface 
conversation is crucial to the carefully contrived verbal reactions. Richard leaves 
unvoiced his excitement at his long deferred chance for freedom and the unencum-
bered pursuit of his mistress, aware that Joan’s resolve is “brittle, about to break if 
he said a wrong word.” Testing her, he follows his praise of her “gentle and just” 
decisiveness with a query concerning how she will be able to live without him, 
yet she does not flinch, offering the quick rejoinder, “Easy,” which he knows is “a 
bluff, a brave gesture; she was begging for reprieve” (104)—a stance perhaps more 
characteristic of Richard in the previous stories. By refusing to argue the point, 
however, he maintains his pride and their forward motion. While the Maples’ 
communication is multilayered, Richard is an experienced reader of Joan’s mes-
sages; those of his lover, Ruth, are more opaque. When Richard shares with her 
his misgivings about his new apartment, their communication is fraught. Ruth 
withholds the approbation he seeks, instead sympathizing with his uneasiness; 
when he floats ideas of retreat, she concurs too readily rather than providing him 
with the resolve he needs, unlike Joan. Analyzing the difference between the two 
women, Richard notes: “Her [Ruth’s] words often seemed not real words but 
blank counters, phrases of a prescribed etiquette. Whereas his wife’s words always 
opened inward, transparent with meaning” (106). In terms of the story’s central 
symbol, Joan’s language is the John Hancock building’s panes of mirrored glass, 
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which erase the building’s outline and merge it with the sky, while Ruth’s is the 
impenetrable plywood that covers the places where panes have fallen.
	 Detweiler observes that the gestures deriving from body language “are both a 
surplus of expression and a substitute for speech. They add meaning to the already-
said, or they convey that for which the mind has no words” (169). Joan’s emphatic 
hand tap and ensuing verbal bluff are only two of the many sorts of gestures woven 
into the narrative; at least a half dozen are explicitly labeled as “gestures,” forming 
a refrain that keeps the story’s title in the foreground:

•  �The red-haired real estate agent makes an “open-handed gesture of helpless 
display” as she shows Richard the apartment he decides to rent after two days 
of hunting (105).

•  �During his phone conversation with Ruth about his new apartment, Richard 
wants to hang up on her, but perceives that doing so would be “a wasteful ges-
ture” (106).

•  �Neither Joan nor Ruth make “more than a gesture toward cleaning up” after 
visiting Richard in his apartment. Richard’s amused smile as recalls their dif-
ferent styles of smoking while emptying the ashtrays is “a gesture without an 
audience” (106, 107).

•  �Having Ruth sign her name as “Maple” in a hotel register is, Richard tells her 
when she protests, “just a convenience, . . . A gesture,” one to which she reluc-
tantly accedes as a nod to propriety and expediency (109).

•  �When Richard cannot get his son John’s attention away from a television pro-
gram, he speculates that John may feel “boredom with grownups and their 
gestures,” more muddled and multifaceted than those on television, where 
“satisfyingly, gestures killed” (110).

•  �Relating an anecdote about her lover to Richard, Joan accentuates the word 
“very” by drawing a v in the air with her finger, “with a gesture akin to the gentle 
clap in the car a world ago” (112).

Drawing the network together, this final gesture initiates Richard’s epiphanic real-
ization that so neatly weaves the multiple thematic and imagistic strands together.
	 While not labeled as such, the John Hancock building and the wedding vow 
etched into Richard’s window—“With this ring / I thee wed”—also embody ges-
tures, with the latter deftly linked to Joan’s final gesture to provide the story’s 
resonant closure. When Richard first looks out the window of the apartment he 
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will lease, following the real estate agent’s “little open-handed gesture of helpless 
display,” he takes in the vista of the building that will become his companion in 
separation: “The skyscraper, for years suspended in a famous state of incompletion, 
was a beautiful disaster, famous because it was a disaster (glass kept falling from 
it) and disastrous because it was beautiful: the architect had had a vision” (105). 
The subtle parallels of the building and the Maples’ relationship emerge more fully 
as the story progresses; while the narrator reports no such musings on Richard’s 
part, the parallels seem to be evident to him. Like a marriage, the ragged skyscraper 
attempts to embody an ideal, harmonizing contradictory elements with its mir-
rored surfaces reflecting the sky; however, “like the Maples’ marriage, unstable 
pieces of the façade keep slipping off, revealing ugly substructures such as jealousy, 
hypocrisy, cruelty, and selfishness beneath the smooth surface” (Luscher 118). A 
monument to human travail, the building is a vision not fully realized, with black 
plywood covering places where the glass has slid off, creating darkness where light 
should exist. Despite these “ugly opacities,” enough mirrored glass adheres to cre-
ate an object of reflective beauty, which connects in Richard’s mind to another blue 
spectacle related to his past with Joan, becoming “a vertical cousin to the horizontal 
huge blueness of the sea” (105), an object to inspire contemplation. The building’s 
various guises inspire his imagination, with its lights at night making it resemble 
“a slender ship . . . sailing the sky” (107). Though tragically flawed, the building is 
nonetheless a magnificent gesture that conveys its creator’s vision of melding two 
distinct realities into one, diminishing the disjunction between object and other.
	 Richard is conscious of himself as engaging at times in “a gesture without an 
audience,” smiling to no one as he goes about domestic tasks, yet he is perpetually 
aware of the presence of the skyscraper: “Even unseen, it was there; so Richard 
himself, his soul, was always there” (107). In the absence of his spouse or lover—
though both visit and share his bed—the building becomes his externalized other, 
an object of contemplation giving rise to thoughts on the nature of mirrors and 
how their transposition of images is not accompanied by a corresponding reversal 
of motion. Over the course of their marriage, the Maples mirror each other much 
of the time, though with their purposes and desires often transposed, yet their 
marriage drifts inexorably forward. Richard’s musings thus seem to be focused on 
relationships even as he appears to be simply distracting himself: he is amazed that 
the image of a reflected cloud and half of another behind the building can match 
up and appear to move as one, “pierced by a jet trail as though by Cupid’s arrow” 
(107). Though reversed, the clouds move in the same direction in reality and in 
the reflection, as twined lives move forward in time even though they may have 



ro be rt  m .  lu s ch e r   119

reversed or cross purposes. Like the breakup of Richard’s marriage, the “disaster [of 
the building] sat light on the city’s heart” (107), akin to the lightness he feels when 
Joan announces that he should move. Upon walking to the base of the building, 
Richard discovers that it is preferable as an object of distant contemplation, as “the 
building, so lovely in air, had tangled mucky roots” (108), with fencing, guards, 
traffic, and construction cacophony dominating the scene. Anatomized with all 
its daily annoyances, petty squabbles, jealousies, and human failings, a marriage 
too is more beautiful when observed from a distance, though Updike’s close-up 
depiction of the Maples’ marriage over the course of Too Far to Go ultimately 
manages to affirm its mixed blessings.
	 In his focus on the skyscraper, Richard does not immediately notice the initials, 
dates, and wedding vow carved into the apartment’s window glass by previous 
tenants. When he first notices them, he finds the vow “touching, comical,” but it re-
ceives no further comment as the narrative shifts to Richard’s life in the city, though 
this section’s opening line on the city’s vigor—rendered in free indirect discourse 
from Richard’s perspective—also applies to the vow: “What a transparent wealth 
of previous lives overlay a city’s present joy!” (107). In essence, the vow overlays 
the scene Richard sees from his window; it is a foreground that he sees through 
except when he focuses on the window’s surface rather than the scene beyond. 
The inscription seems “impudent” to Richard at one point, its “pious marring” an 
irritant detracting from the scenic beauty of the skyscraper (109). Yet at the story’s 
conclusion, it becomes the imagistic focal point of his epiphany concerning the 
permanence of his relationship with Joan, who will “never stop gesturing within 
him, never; though a decree come between them, even death, her gestures would 
endure, cut into glass” (112). With this final sentence, Updike pulls together the 
motifs in a masterful closural weaving, less a resolution of the plot than a gesture 
that illuminates a reflection from the volume’s foreword: “if temporality is held to 
be invalidating, then nothing real succeeds” (Too Far 10). The reality inhering in 
the Maples’ memories, the ending confirms, transcends temporality and attempts 
to enact closure, whether it be to a marriage or to a story, both of whose actions 
remain constantly in motion, enduring in memory.
	 Ultimately, the story’s temporal movement toward plot closure recedes from 
the foreground, and the spatial dimension of images and motifs becomes equally—
or perhaps more—important. Indeed, a close examination of the story’s progress 
reveals that it slides associatively even as it moves forward in time, like the reflected 
clouds that drift in the Hancock building’s mirrored glass. While there is temporal 
disjunction between the story’s sections, Updike smooths out the movement 
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with associative connection. For instance, the abrupt end of one section with the 
quotation of the inscription “With this ring / I thee wed” gives way to an anecdote 
concerning Ruth wearing an inherited diamond when she and Richard check 
into a hotel. Updike’s weaving can even descend to the level of the phrase: on 
a date with Joan after their separation, Richard reflects that he “must be wary” 
of falling back into the old pattern. “They had had it,” he thinks, trying to steel 
himself against the desire for reconciliation (110). Later, in the story’s final scene, 
the phrase unexpectedly recurs, as a tipsy Joan relates how a plumber interrupted 
her and her lover at the climactic moment in their lovemaking: “We had had it,” 
she says, bringing together the multiple levels of the story as she reiterates how 
this interruption occurred “[j]ust at the very moment,” accompanying her playful 
revelation with a gesture that “drew with one fingertip a v in the air, as if beginning 
to write ‘very’” (112).
	 As part of his verbal weaving, Updike also links this final scene to the skyscraper 
with the narrator’s characterization of Joan during her dinner-date revelations as 
“giddy amid the spinning mirrors of her betrayals” (112). Though Richard listens 
politely, he feels that the “etiquette of . . . adultery” (111) is being breached, and 
is perhaps not surprised by what he suddenly reads behind Joan’s words: “these 
lovers, however we love them, are not us, are not sacred as reality is sacred. We are 
reality. We have made children. We gave each other our young bodies. We prom-
ised to grow old together” (112). The shift in tone here in the story’s penultimate 
paragraph mildly arrests the narrative progress toward closure, implicitly evoking 
the promises behind the vow carved in the window; as Richard gazes through and 
at the glass at the building and the vow, he experiences the revelation that despite 
the motions the couple is taking to undo their marriage, their shared past—full of 
intimately meaningful gestures—will remain more real than any envisioned future. 
Thus, Joan’s final gesture accentuating her euphemism for the lovers’ climax—“Just 
at the very moment”—becomes charged with an aura of permanence, embodying 
the multifaceted nature of the marriage itself: “The motion was eager, shy, exquisite, 
diffident, trusting” (112).
	 In its place within the depiction of the dissolution of the Maples’ marriage 
in Too Far to Go, “Gesturing” portrays the ambivalent nature of Richard’s transi-
tion to a newly single state in a simultaneously exciting and problematic urban 
environment. Yet even as part of that volume, the story maintains an aesthetic 
and thematic autonomy that deserves to be recognized as representative of Up-
dike’s talents within the smaller, more demanding canvas of the short story. As the 
narrative progresses, Updike embeds in the evolving action an astutely depicted 
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series of gestures, a fugue-like network of motifs that creates a spatial dimension 
to complement and balance its temporal one. Updike demonstrates that just as 
the wedding vow overlays the vision of the building, gestures overlay our attempts 
to convey meaning, enduringly inseparable from the substance with which they 
become integrated. This overlaid vision takes on metafictional significance as our 
reading shifts between the level of immediate narrative particulars set before us 
in temporal sequence and the horizon of evolving meaning that accrues spatially 
and imagistically. In capturing the poignancy of the paradox at the heart of the 
Maples’ relationship and of our endeavors in language, “Gesturing” foregrounds 
how literary narrative is itself a type of gesture, words etched and built upon to 
form a structure that captures human experience in a reflection of reality that is 
imperfect, but that nonetheless serves as a testament to artistic efforts to create 
something enduring beyond the flux—linguistic gestures etched inexorably in the 
window glass of memory.

NOTES

	 1. “A Gift from the City” (1959), “Pigeon Feathers” (1962), “Son” (1974), “The Man Who Loved 
Extinct Mammals” (1976), “Gesturing” (1980), “Still of Some Use” (1981), “Deaths of Distant Friends” 
(1983), “The Afterlife” (1987), “A Sandstone Farmhouse” (1991), “Playing with Dynamite” (1993), 
and “My Father on the Verge of Disgrace” (1998). Two more stories appeared in subsequent years: 
“Personal Archaeology” (2001) and “The Walk with Elizanne” (2004).
	 2. Later reissued, with an additional story, as The Maples Stories (New York: Everyman’s Pocket 
Classics, 2009).
	 3. See “Three Writers on ‘Leaves,’” John Updike Review 3.1 (2014), 65–91.
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“I Feel I’ve Given Birth to a Black 
Hole”: Existential Motifs of Bachelor-
hood in John Updike’s “Gesturing”

DARIO SULZMAN

The Maples stories, as much as any within the Updike canon, embody John Up-
dike’s focus on the domestic sphere and married life. The stories are predominantly 
social, exploring the intimate interpersonal relations of a complex, troubled mar-
riage. As Updike writes in the preface of Too Far to Go: The Maples Stories (1979), 
the stories constitute a “duet . . . repeated over and over, ever more harshly trans-
posed,” and he likens Joan and Richard Maple to a “tribe segregated in a valley” 
(10). Yet “Gesturing,” if we are to understand the story fully, must be seen as a 
significant departure from these communitarian grounds. It is the first story in 
the collection in which Richard is not just separated from Joan but actually living 
apart from her and their children, in his own apartment in Boston over an hour 
away from them.
	 Perhaps because of Richard’s isolation, critics tend to avoid “Gesturing” when 
analyzing Too Far to Go, instead highlighting more maritally oriented stories such as 
“Snowing in Greenwich Village” and “Separating” (which, despite its title, almost 
entirely comprises scenes between Joan and Richard and their children). Some 
critics, such as Robert Luscher, whose commentary on Updike’s short fiction is 
among the finest, view “Gesturing” as a thematic variation on the Maples’ mar-
riage in which they “discover that as they progress further toward the finality of 
divorce, the lovers for whom they are ostensibly sacrificing their marriage are less 
real than their shared history” (118). Such an interpretation rests heavily upon the 
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story’s final scene, in which Richard takes Joan out for dinner, after having lived 
alone for three months, and realizes (in the story’s final sentence) “that she would 
never stop gesturing within him, never; though a decree come between them, even 
death, her gestures would endure” (112).* Yet to interpret “Gesturing” only through 
the significance of this final scene is to overlook the deeper themes of the rest of 
the story, which make its tone, in many ways, unique among the stories in Too 
Far to Go. More than a story about marriage, “Gesturing” is also an exploration of 
bachelorhood, the existential crisis of coming home only to oneself.
	 The story was, perhaps appropriately, first published in Playboy in 1978 after 
being rejected by the New Yorker, and was later anthologized (by Updike himself) 
in The Best American Short Stories of the Century (1999). The plot, as in many of 
Updike’s stories, is sparse. It begins with Joan telling Richard that he needs to 
“leave town” and find a place of his own, which he agrees to do. He quickly finds 
an apartment in Boston, but has intense feelings of anxiety and dislocation upon 
doing so. When he tries to allay these feelings by calling Ruth, his mistress, she 
only makes him feel more isolated. Several weeks pass during which Richard 
acclimates himself to his new surroundings, becoming particularly attached to a 
damaged skyscraper outside his apartment window. The story concludes with his 
taking Joan out to dinner, where they experience a renewed appreciation for their 
relationship, albeit in a post-marital context.
	 The story’s structure illustrates how Updike, as John Neary notes, can seem 
“to be asserting that an absolute darkness, an essential nothingness, surrounds the 
human world” even while ultimately “calling back the world of ordinary thingness 
after all” (6). Another way to put this—following the allusion to Sartre in the title 
of Neary’s study, Something and Nothingness—is that the imagery and themes in 
“Gesturing” depict a fundamentally existential view of the world.1 While there are 
many definitions of existentialism, it generally promotes the idea of radical indi-
viduality in a world where there is no fixed system to guide one’s choices—what 
Sartre characterizes as an “abandoned state” of reality where “the only universe 
that exists is . . . human subjectivity” (Existentialism 53, 52).
	 The narrative in “Gesturing” features an obsessiveness that places the story 
squarely within an existentialist, even postmodern mode, most apparent in a fixa-
tion on the word “gesture” itself. Everywhere Richard goes, and in everyone with 
whom he interacts, he perceives gestures: in his wife’s clapped hands when she 

	 * Page references are to the text of “Gesturing” as reprinted in this issue of The John Updike Review, 
which is the text used in The Early Stories, 1953–1975 (New York: Knopf, 2003).
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tells him to find his own place, in the real estate agent’s extended arm when she 
displays the apartment, even in the television shows he watches with his son. The 
word appears in the story fifteen times, including the first sentence and the last, so 
often that the reader comes to perceive a compulsive awareness on Richard’s part, 
like Oedipa Maas glimpsing the Trystero symbol everywhere she goes in Pynchon’s 
The Crying of Lot 49. Neary describes Updike as an “affirmative postmodernist” (4) 
and indeed, “Gesturing,” with the exception of its final scene, is permeated with 
human interactions that Richard perceives as defamiliarized, emptied of recogniz-
able meaning. This sensation is established in the opening sentence—“She told 
him with a little gesture he had never seen her use before”—and is elaborated on 
several lines later when we read that Joan “oddly, tentatively, soundlessly, tapped 
the fingers of one hand into the palm of the other” (103), the adjectives describing 
her gesture in terms of strangeness, uncertainty, and absence.
	 Richard’s focus on the movement of his wife’s hands is illuminating. It suggests 
a fragmentation of perception reminiscent of Antoine Roquentin, the intensely 
self-reflective protagonist of Sartre’s Nausea (1938), who meticulously documents 
the subtle disruptions and disjointedness of his own perceptions. One of the first 
examples is Roquentin’s perception, on shaking another character’s hand, of its 
being “like a fat maggot” (14). In exploring the similarities between “Gesturing” 
and an existentialist work like Nausea, I do not mean to suggest any direct attempt 
by Updike to emulate Sartre,2 but instead to illustrate how the haunting empti-
ness that pervades so much of “Gesturing” is in fact a symbol of existential crisis. 
The title “Gesturing” suggests a removal from reality that echoes James Wood’s 
introduction to Nausea, where he notes that Sartre’s existentialist justification 
for living “forced [him] into the realm of the gestural, the metaphorical” (xx). 
Similarly, Richard’s attention to his wife’s hands, rather than her words, suggests 
that he knows he will now have to live on dehumanized and unemotional terms. 
Like an autistic person who focuses on the details of a play’s scenery rather than 
the faces of the actors, Richard and Roquentin’s perceptions of other people are 
reduced to a series of disparate features.
	 At the story’s outset, Richard has not yet found his own place and has “been 
sleeping in a borrowed seaside shack,” which he frequently abandons to return to 
Joan and his old home for dinner. Updike writes: “He was used to her cooking; 
indeed, his body, every cell, was composed of her cooking” (104); the language 
emphasizes how intimately Richard’s sense of home and self are intertwined, and 
why he finds the prospect of getting his own apartment so unsettling. Despite be-
ing technically separated from Joan, he has been sustained by his continued con-
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sumption of her food, and his reaction to getting his own place is correspondingly 
physical. We are told that “[h]is hands trembled as he signed the lease,” an explicitly 
Kierkegaardian detail that lets us know the story is on existential ground. “I feel 
I’ve given birth to a black hole,” he tells Ruth (105), a comment that foreshadows 
his “engendered” relationship with the skyscraper (107): in isolation, his mind will 
give birth to a presence outside himself, even if this presence is incomprehensible. 
The metaphorical nature of his comment also suggests Richard’s struggle to find 
words to describe his new state of being, just as Roquentin observes in Nausea: “I 
am in the midst of Things, which cannot be named” (180).
	 Several other points are worth making about Richard’s conversation with 
Ruth. It is his first communication upon moving into his apartment, yet it is not 
with his wife but with his mistress, who, tellingly, is “equally far away” (105). Per-
haps the most important point about the first conversation that Richard has as a 
bachelor is that it does not take place in person but over the phone. Like his wife’s 
initial gesture, which is odd and soundless, Ruth’s voice is perceived by Richard 
as “blank counters”—the right words, but with no emotion behind them (106). 
The distance that Richard feels from Ruth during their conversation is dramatized 
by the absence of her physical presence. When she tells him, “Don’t do it, if you 
don’t want to,” Richard imagines her “reaching for a cigarette, or an ashtray, set-
tling herself to a session of lover-babying” (105), as if compelled to conjure up her 
bodily movements in his mind.
	 Later in the conversation, Richard contrasts Ruth’s words, which “often seemed 
not real,” with his wife’s, which “always opened inward, transparent with meaning” 
(106). It’s easy to read this comparison as a foreshadowing of Richard’s realization 
with Joan at dinner that “these lovers, however we love them, are not us . . . We 
are reality” (112), but a simpler interpretation is that Richard’s judgment of Ruth 
is actually an indictment of his own situation, where intimate communication no 
longer takes place within a shared space. The conversation reveals the extent to 
which Richard’s connection to the external world—whether to the place he lives 
or the woman he loves—is physical. When Ruth comes to visit him, he has the 
two of them act out a Garden of Eden–like domestic fantasy, scrubbing his floors 
together naked, as if to acclimate the space of his apartment to her body.
	 The act of gesturing, wholly physical, offers the most haunting examples of 
pretense and superficiality in Richard’s post-marital world. In common parlance, 
to “gesture” is to substitute referentiality for engagement. We gesture toward 
landmarks we want others to notice, but only in passing, and toward arguments 
that are necessary to acknowledge for the purpose of ignoring them thereafter. For 
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Luscher, the theme of gesturing in the story is confined to the Maples’ marriage. 
“Joan’s gestures,” he writes, echoing the story’s redemptive ending, “will endure 
[as] part of the haphazard assembly of memories that will outlive their relationship” 
(119). But the gestures that Richard perceives also originate from sources other 
than his wife. The fact that the word appears so frequently in the story (enough 
so that the reader comes to see gestures everywhere, beyond the fifteen that are 
explicitly labeled as such) suggests that Updike is asking a deeper question about 
what actions mean when they are deprived of the domestic context that previously 
gave them meaning. How does one continue to live in a world where all acts appear 
to be reduced to mere gestures?
	 Throughout the story, Richard perceives the world as a series of surfaces that 
hide a great emptiness. The real estate agent who shows him his apartment has 
“a mask of makeup worn as if to conceal her youth,” and when Ruth asks him to 
describe the apartment to her, “[a]ll he could remember was the floor, and the view 
of the blue disaster [the skyscraper] with reflected clouds drifting across its face” 
(106). Furthermore, many of the descriptions in the story depend on negation. 
When Richard first sees the apartment, he observes that the floor is “not the usual 
wall-to-wall shag or splintered wood,” and he fixates upon the seemingly irrelevant 
line in his lease that “[t]here shall be no waterbeds” (105).
	 Richard perceives Ruth’s words with a similar sense of emptiness. Her attempts 
to pacify him are “a tedious formality both observed, . . . phrases of a prescribed 
etiquette.” The meaning (or meaninglessness) of rote and protocol in the story is 
almost interchangeable with that of gesturing. At one point in his phone conversa-
tion with Ruth, Richard wants to hang up on her but doesn’t, because he sees it as 
“a wasteful gesture” (106). His perception of a gestured reality is so complete that 
he even sees his desire to disengage with said reality as a meaningless gesture in 
itself.
	 Within the context of isolation and existential anxiety in “Gesturing,” it is no 
accident that Richard’s new “companion” and “friend” (108, 109) is not a person, 
but a structurally unsound skyscraper. In his introduction to The Best American 
Short Stories of the Century, Updike notes that the skyscraper serves as a parallel 
to the Maples’ “somewhat gaily collapsing marriage” (xxii), a connection echoed 
by Luscher when he writes that “unstable pieces of the facade keep slipping off, 
revealing ugly substructures such as jealousy, hypocrisy, cruelty, and selfishness 
beneath the smooth surface” (118). Yet the skyscraper can also be seen to repre-
sent how Richard sees himself post-marriage: grand but also unstable and, most 
importantly, alone.
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	 One of Richard’s most poignant moments of self-awareness occurs when he is 
alone in his apartment and realizes he still smiles as if someone else were there: 
“His smile was a gesture without an audience. He, who had originated his act 
among parents and grandparents, siblings and pets, and who had developed it for 
a public of schoolmates and teachers, and who had carried it to new refinements 
before an initially rapt audience of his own children, could not in solitude stop per-
forming” (107). There’s a lovely irony to this sentence, which gathers experiences 
that span Richard’s life into a single syntactical moment, while simultaneously 
satirizing them, albeit gently, as a performance, an “act.” For Richard, to live alone 
is, paradoxically, to realize that his identity is intrinsically social. Not only can he 
not stop performing, he also cannot imagine living in a world without an audience. 
Instead he “engender[s]” the skyscraper outside his window as his “admirer from 
afar” (107).
	 The skyscraper is not only a companion for Richard but also, as its reflective 
surface suggests, a mirror to his soul:

For a time Richard was puzzled, why the clouds reflected in it drifted in the same 
direction as the clouds behind it. With an effort of spatial imagination he perceived 
that a mirror does not reverse our motion, though it does transpose our ears, and gives 
our mouths a tweak, so that the face even of a loved one looks unfamiliar and ugly . . . 
Even unseen, it was there; so Richard himself, his soul, was always there. He tried to 
analyze the logic of window replacement, as revealed in the patterns of gap and glass. 
He detected no logic, just the slow-motion labor of invisible workers, emptying and 
filling cells of glass with the brainlessness of bees. (107)

This description validates Richard’s perception of the skyscraper as a reflection of 
something deeper within himself, while simultaneously suggesting that the work-
ings of his soul are essentially no more coherent than the brainless movements of 
the world around him. It also posits the somewhat Sartrean notion that any reflec-
tion of oneself is distortive. In Nausea, for example, the longer Roquentin stares at 
his face in the mirror, the less recognizable it seems to him (30–31).
	 Both Roquentin and Richard attempt to get closer to their reflection: Roquen-
tin by pressing his face against the mirror, Richard by walking to the base of the 
skyscraper. The results are demystifying. Roquentin’s face becomes “a geological 
relief map” with “nothing human left” (31), while Richard perceives the skyscraper 
at close distance as “hideous. . . . [T]he building, so lovely in air, had tangled mucky 
roots” (108). Both scenes dramatize the extent to which the ability to recognize 
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one’s reflection is a matter not of knowledge, but of perspective. The closer each man 
gets to his external self-image, the less recognizable and more repulsive it becomes.
	 And yet it is the world of surfaces, the mundane routine of life, which provides 
Richard with his first glimpse of pleasure as a bachelor. As Neary notes, “for all his 
skepticism, Updike ends up . . . calling back the world of ordinary thingness after all” 
(6). Rather than continuing to yearn for a world that has not been emptied of mean-
ing, Richard finds unexpected happiness by “mov[ing] like a waterbug . . . upon 
the glassy tense surface of his new life.” We are told that “he liked the odd orderly 
game of consuming before food spoiled and drinking before milk soured. . . . It was 
an interim, a holiday. But an oddly clean and just one, rectilinear, dignified” (108).
	 The idea of routine and formality as superficial yet also regenerative is em-
bodied within the etymology of the word “gesturing” itself. The word originates 
with the Latin gerere, which means to wield or perform. Yet gerere also can mean 
to bear or carry, apparent in words such as “digest” or “gestate,” whose meanings 
involve the act of processing, either for disposal or rebirth. In the story “Gesturing,” 
gestures have both meanings, often in complementary ways. When Joan and Ruth 
take turns visiting Richard at his apartment, each makes only “a gesture toward 
cleaning up,” which “somehow pleased him,” leading to a realization: “[H]e dis-
covered himself to be a neat and thrifty housekeeper.” The act of emptying Joan’s 
cigarettes from his ashtrays is not only a way of “restoring his bachelor order” (106) 
but also a symbolic ritual in which Richard is able to throw away the remnants of 
his former, married self.
	 It is the reality of living apart that allows Joan and Richard to experience a 
renewed appreciation for each other at the story’s end. Richard’s perception in 
the final sentence that “she would never stop gesturing within him” suggests that 
he and Joan will always be married in spirit, yet there is also a post-marital context 
within which their appreciation for each other takes place. Like his perception of 
the skyscraper, which becomes hideous when he draws close, Richard’s apprecia-
tion of Joan, and hers for him, is only possible because of the distance that they 
have established from each other. Updike cleverly frames this reorientation earlier 
in the story when he writes that Richard, having been asked by Joan about his sex 
with Ruth, “feared [the question] set a distasteful trend. As with Ruth there was an 
etiquette of independent adultery, so with Joan some code of separation must be 
maintained” (111). To read the ending of the story as a failure to establish this new 
code of separation is to overlook the nondomestic setting and context (Richard no 
longer needs to connect to Joan by eating her food) of the final scene. Outside their 
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old relationship, their old gestures take on new meanings. When Joan becomes 
“giddy amid the spinning mirrors of her betrayals” (112), it’s no longer Richard she 
is betraying, but her lover. Freed from their obligations to each other, Joan and 
Richard can appreciate the depth of their relationship. In a beautifully revelatory 
passage, Updike writes: “He saw through her words to what she was saying—that 
these lovers, however we love them, are not us, are not sacred as reality is sacred. 
We are reality. We have made children” (112). The irony is that this appreciation 
can only be achieved when Joan and Richard no longer belong to each other.

NOTES

	 1. In Something and Nothingness: The Fiction of John Updike and John Fowles, Neary confines his 
analysis to novels. However, one of those novels is Rabbit, Run, which, like “Gesturing,” features a 
protagonist liberated from his marriage and searching for meaning.
	 2. Other critics besides Neary have noted Sartrean elements in Updike’s writing, notably Jeff 
Campbell in his 1976 interview with Updike (Plath 86). In the interview, however, Updike seems 
uninterested in such a connection, preferring instead to see the existentialist elements of his writing 
within a Kierkegaardian framework (85, 97–98).
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Gestures of Reflection
KATHLEEN VERDUIN

One night I almost met John Updike.
	 A quick Google search, which nowadays seems to turn up everything, tells me 
that it was on November 13, 1967; I was newly arrived in Washington, D.C., and in 
the first semester of an M.A. program at George Washington University. I had been 
interested in Updike since 1963, when a friend dropped me a note that ended, “And 
if you get a chance, take a look at J. Updike’s collection Pigeon Feathers.” So I was 
elated to see that Updike would be reading from his work at the Library of Congress.
	 Updike shared the stage, I remember, with James Dickey, who was then the 
Library’s poetry consultant, and the Southern writer Peter Taylor. The story Up-
dike read was “Harv Is Plowing Now,” from The Music School. I listened rapt; I 
loved the somber, meditative tone, but especially the image of the title character 
as preserved from the narrator’s childhood: “In the spring, Harv hitched up [the] 
mule and in furrows parallel to the horizon plowed the gradual rise of land that 
mirrored the one where I stood in our front yard. The linked silhouettes of the 
man and the mule moved back and forth like a slow brush repainting the parched 
pallor of the winter-faded land with the wet dark color of loam” (Collected Early 
Stories 517). My father was a farmer, and I recalled watching him dreamily as he 
drove his tractor back and forth, back and forth, a distant figure at the boundary 
of my world.
	 There was of course a reception after the reading. Very few people, I noticed, 
were talking to Taylor; by contrast, Updike was being mobbed. A sullen young man 
I recognized from one of my classes confronted him with a question that sounded 
somewhat belligerent, to which Updike responded with commendable patience. 
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But most of his fans were female—and, apart from a middle-aged lady who appar-
ently knew him, they were young women. The atmosphere developed into a kind 
of giddy hilarity. One of his admirers, having no book for him to autograph, ex-
tended her bare forearm; another, giggling, asked him to sign a cookie (which, not 
surprisingly, crumbled under his pen). I found all this very silly. Updike, though, 
seemed pleasantly amused, bearing himself with what Louis Menand has called 
his “gracious nonchalance” (72). I stayed quietly in line, smiling in anticipation of 
the moment when I could shake the great author’s hand and murmur something 
modest but, I hoped, distinctive. This innocent fantasy, alas, was never to be real-
ized: just as it was my turn, Dickey ambled up, grinning, and said, “John, let’s bug 
out.” Together, they started walking away.
	 And then it happened. Updike suddenly wheeled around and gave me—me!—
a look that was unmistakably direct, relentless, hard. Male. I felt impaled. The 
expression of relaxed benevolence was completely gone, replaced in an instant by 
a mask aggressive and predatory. As he turned again to exit, I stood there in my 
winter coat and high heels, stunned—and told myself I hadn’t seen what I’d seen.

I wanted to tell that story, I admit, because for years it’s been waiting to be told, but 
also because the incident was disturbing. What was wrong with me, I wondered, 
that I could imagine a celebrated and respected writer looking at me with what 
seemed like raw desire? I was conscious too that one of my idols was in mortal 
danger of toppling; as a serious and no doubt naive young woman still holding out 
for some kind of transcendent love (the disillusionment of my college romances 
notwithstanding), I had probably elevated Updike as proof that some men could 
be, indeed were, intelligent, sensitive, and worthy of regard. So it couldn’t have 
been what it looked like, I continued to tell myself as time went by and I began to 
lay the foundations of my career with a master’s thesis on Updike; after all, what 
about those photographs in Life showing him surrounded by a perfect family, or the 
cover story in Time after the publication of Couples, where he said that given “a lot 
of dry talk around about love and sex being somehow the new ground of our mo-
rality, I thought I should show the ground and ask, is it entirely to be wished for?” 
(“View” 66). What about all those high-minded references to Kierkegaard and 
Maritain and Karl Barth, or the way he had been claimed so eagerly by Christian 
critics like Robert Detweiler and Alice and Kenneth Hamilton? And I brushed off 
as invidious hearsay the remark a decade later by a colleague from Massachusetts 
who allowed as how “some of us thought there was nothing good between John 
and ——,” a woman of their mutual acquaintance.
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	 With the appearance of Self-Consciousness in 1989, however, in which Updike 
admitted, “I read Karl Barth and fell in love with other men’s wives” (98), and 
now conclusively with Adam Begley’s carefully researched biography, there can 
no longer be any doubt about the compulsive reel of infidelities that ultimately 
devastated Updike’s first marriage; the incident I recount above occurred in the 
heat of the Ipswich period, and the look I saw on his retreating face may have been 
one he had practiced and perfected for deployment at parties, on the road, or on 
any occasion when he could indulge what Begley refers to as “his willingness to 
telegraph lust frankly and fearlessly” (259). The bevy buzzing around him at the 
Library of Congress was enough to confirm that the gangly churchgoing boy 
from Shillington had grown into a man women obviously found highly attractive, 
a circumstance he may have parlayed into permission to be, in Begley’s words, “a 
potentially dangerous individual” (x). Since Updike’s death in 2009, critics have 
been increasingly less tentative about drawing parallels between the author and 
his male protagonists, especially as these characters pursue what Updike once 
called a “sexual pilgrimage, deeper into the bodies of women” (More Matter 821); 
as Begley pronounces in what constitutes a thesis for his biography, “John Updike 
wrote about himself” (10). The modus operandi was evidently self-conscious and 
willed: from the outset of his career Updike had paid honor to the “honest auto-
biographical shapelessness” he found in American fiction (Assorted Prose 305) and 
to the “recognition,” as he observed of Whitman, “of each man’s immersion in a 
unique and unexchangeable ego which is, in a sense, all he’s got, but something he 
indeed does, short of madness and the grave, have” (Hugging the Shore 110). One 
could easily dismiss this as narcissism, yet it is arguably also what makes Updike’s 
fiction so compelling, especially when he turns his attention to the vicissitudes of 
late twentieth-century sexuality: whether from vanity or an almost forensic habit 
of self-scrutiny, Updike dared to document and analyze the most private areas of 
human experience by starting with himself, and he has left us in consequence an 
unsparing record of our times.
	 For many who have revered Updike for his theological literacy and moral 
engagement, the irregularities of his personal life may be disappointing, but I am 
grateful that a veil, so to speak, has been lifted, and I am now free to read his work 
as unabashedly grounded in his own inexorable humanity—a humanity that, like 
anyone’s, could often slide into disorder. And if Updike perhaps too readily memo-
rialized his own sexual delinquency in his fiction—the publication of Marry Me, for 
example, was delayed for twelve years because it transparently recounted his affair 
with Joyce Harrington (Begley 251–52)—he could also write honestly and from 
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excruciating personal knowledge about its social and familial consequences, the 
mixture of pain and liberation that accompanies a divorce, the tortuous process of 
leaving one identity and stumbling toward another. Peter Bailey notes that Updike 
was reluctant to suggest that the Maples stories were autobiographical, and the 
author’s comment on “Gesturing,” apropos of its inclusion in The Best American 
Short Stories of the Century, strikes me now as intentional camouflage: Updike’s 
acknowledgment of the story’s basis in “a somewhat gaily collapsing marriage” 
is quickly deflected onto the anonymity of sociological abstraction: “Marriages 
and relationships, as the century progresses, are on ever shakier ground” (Higher 
Gossip 103). Yet “Gesturing” (1978) owes a good deal of its authenticity to its 
germination in real life, as a fictionalized account of an interval in the dissolu-
tion of Updike’s first marriage; it is hard for me to read it now without thinking 
of Gwendolyn Stewart’s haunting photograph of John and Mary Updike in their 
home on Labor-in-Vain Road in 1972, Mary balanced on the arm of her husband’s 
chair, both of them looking sober and troubled, and Updike’s chastened note to the 
photographer about “the one of Mary and me where there is a glint of hope that 
we may reconcile our differences” (Stewart). “Gesturing” too is a sort of photo, an 
almost cinematic rendering of the lived experience of convincingly real characters 
whose sexuality once united them but is now the instrument of their separation. 
Like all of the later Maples stories, this one assays to describe not the exhilaration 
of adultery but its subdued aftermath, the halting passage from one marriage to 
another, the attempt to pick up the pieces.
	 One could fruitfully undertake a study of gestures in Updike’s writing—of 
“those configurations of action in the face and body that appear as displays of feel-
ing and emotion,” as gesture specialist Adam Kendon puts it, “as well as actions that 
often play a central role in the accomplishment of important moments in social 
interaction” (1). What Updike loved about smoking, he reported, was “the suave 
tapping out of a single ‘weed,’ the chalky, rasping initial inhale, the little crumbs 
to be picked from the lower lip without breaking conversational stride, the airy 
pluming gesturingness of it all” (Self-Consciousness 7–8). From the stories, I cite as 
other random examples the arresting moment in “Packed Dirt, Churchgoing, A 
Dying Cat, A Traded Car” where David Kern tells us that his dance partner “seized 
and softly gripped, with infantile instinct, my thumbs” (Early 363); the “continu-
ous fillips of gesture and intonation” that define character in “The Beloved” (Early 
728); and, most poignantly, the parting handshake—“this social gesture, this manly 
contact”—in “My Father’s Tears” (Collected Later Stories 838). In “Gesturing,” 
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the word gesture occurs repeatedly, forming a network of expressive actions: Joan 
Maple, for instance, is seen “tapp[ing] the fingers of one hand into the palm of the 
other, a gesture between a child’s clap of glee and an adult’s signal for attention”; 
Richard Maple refrains from hanging up the phone on his lover, Ruth, because it 
seems to him “a wasteful gesture”; Richard sees his smile as “a gesture without an 
audience” (103, 106, 107); Ruth’s removing her wedding ring and signing Richard’s 
surname in a hotel register are also gestures (109). Gestures cluster at the story’s 
end, where Joan lays her hand, “still bearing their wedding ring,” on the table, urges 
confidentiality with “a protesting little splaying of her hands,” and finally traces 
“with one fingertip a v in the air, as if beginning to write ‘very,’” as Richard realizes 
that “she would never stop gesturing within him, never,” (110, 111, 112). Earlier, the 
slow-motion tai chi of an episode of Kung Fu provides a stylized backdrop on the 
television screen, where “gestures killed” (110).*
	 Yet however much Updike may be playing with the implications of gesture, the 
focus of the story is exactly where he assigned it: in “the image of a defenestrating 
skyscraper” (Higher 103). Construction of Boston’s John Hancock Tower began in 
the late 1960s, but the repeated crashes of its glass panes delayed its opening until 
1976—two years after Updike’s separation from his first wife prompted his move 
to the apartment at 151 Beacon Street, where his window looked out on the seem-
ingly jinxed structure. Updike’s description of the tower in “Gesturing” suggests the 
wondering contemplation of art and architecture that runs throughout his oeuvre:

[H]e glanced to the window, saw the skyscraper, and knew that this would do. The 
skyscraper, for years suspended in a famous state of incompletion, was a beautiful 
disaster, famous because it was a disaster (glass kept falling from it) and disastrous 
because it was beautiful: the architect had had a vision. He had dreamed of an invis-
ible building, though immense; the glass was meant to reflect the sky and the old low 
brick skyline of Boston, and to melt into the sky. Instead, the windows of mirroring 
glass kept falling to the street, and were replaced by ugly opacities of black plywood. 
Yet enough reflecting surface remained to give an impression, through the wavery old 
window of this sudden apartment, of huge blueness, a vertical cousin to the horizontal 
huge blueness of the sea . . . (105)

Like the apartment’s floor of “black and white tile, like the floor in a Vermeer” 
—Updike’s veneration of the Dutch painter is recurrent in his work—“the blue 

	 * Page references are to the text of “Gesturing” as reprinted in this issue of The John Updike Review, 
which is the text used in The Early Stories, 1953–1975 (New York: Knopf, 2003).
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disaster with reflected clouds drifting across its face” (105, 106) entrances Richard, 
who goes so far as to see it as a double: “At night, it showed as a dim row of little 
lights, as if a slender ship were sailing the sky, and during a rain or fog it vanished 
entirely, while the brick chimney pots and ironstone steeples in Richard’s fore-
ground swarthily intensified their substance. Even unseen, it was there; so Richard 
himself, his soul, was always there” (107). He thinks of it as “his inanimate, giant 
friend, dimming to mauve on one side, still cerulean on the other, faintly streaked 
with reflections of high cirrus. It spoke to him, as the gaze of a dumb beast speaks, 
of beauty and suffering, of a simplicity that must perish, of time.” Richard informs 
Ruth: “I love that building. And it loves me” (109, 108).
	 What did the Hancock Tower signify for Updike as he contemplated it from 
the unaccustomed solitude of his Beacon Street refuge? A phallic symbol, one 
might sneer, but the structure—pure, aloof, alone—bespeaks on the contrary a 
godlike reserve and self-sufficiency, and is rendered sympathetic by its flaws. Like 
the protagonist of the story “Domestic Life in America,” written in 1976 during the 
Beacon Street period, Updike too may have “liked the sensation of being upright, 
unencumbered, an irreducible unit visiting one or another of the pieces of his life 
scattered like the treasure of a miser outsmarting thieves” (Later 8); this sentence 
could almost be an encoded explanation for the Tower’s almost allegorical reso-
nance in “Gesturing.” The Hancock figures prominently as well in another story 
of the period, “From the Journal of a Leper,” where the identification between 
skyscraper and psoriatic narrator is explicit, falling windows miming flaking skin: 
“The blue skin of the proud new Hancock folly rose sheer and unfractured into a 
sky of the same blue, mirrored. For a time, the building had shed windows as I shed 
scales, and with more legal reverberation, but it has been cured, they say. I look 
toward it still, hoping to see some panes missing, its perfection still vulnerable” 
(Later 17). As the narrator proceeds—as did Updike—with light box therapy, the 
repair of the tower parallels his amazed apprehension of his own healing: “Now 
I am aware of loving only the Hancock Tower, which has had its missing pane 
restored and is again perfect, unoccupied, changeably blue, taking upon itself the 
insubstantial shapes of clouds, their porcelain gauze, their adamant dreaming. . . . I 
cross Copley Square and look at myself in the Hancock panes”; in the next journal 
entry, he writes: “I am beautiful” (26).
	 Through the symbol of the Hancock Tower, “Gesturing” offers an unexpected 
counterpoise to Updike’s more characteristic eroticism: withdrawal into a monastic 
space of scrubbed tiles and silence. This is “an interim,” as Richard describes it, but 
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“an oddly clean and just one, rectilinear, dignified,” and presided over by “the blue 
skyscraper, his companion and witness” (202). With the coolness of its geometric 
tiles and in the totemic presence of the skyscraper, the apartment offers Richard a 
retreat from what Updike elsewhere calls “the sexual seethe” (Villages 106), and he 
veers toward an indictment of the vexations inseparable from heterosexual cou-
pling. If the “glorious fucking” he enjoys with Ruth was exciting enough to decree a 
divorce from Joan, Richard is also glumly aware that sex “usually is [most exciting] 
between people who aren’t married” (110, 111), and the narrative is notched with 
instances of Richard’s private distaste for both the women in his life. At the outset 
of the story, for example, he decides that Joan’s packages are meant to support the 
deception that she has been shopping rather than seeing her lover; confirms his 
opinion when he notices that she has been drinking; and sees through her demand 
that he leave town as “a bluff, a brave gesture” (104). Similarly, he recognizes Ruth’s 
“lover-babying” as a ploy and judges her conversation to be “not real words but 
blank counters, phrases of a prescribed etiquette” (105, 106). The discarded ciga-
rettes in the aftermath of the women’s visits irks him: “Neither woman, it somehow 
pleased him to observe, ever made more than a gesture toward cleaning up” (106). 
Implicitly debased as she scrubs Richard’s floor naked and on all fours (108), Ruth 
nevertheless manifests an incipient possessiveness, as Richard confides to Joan: 
“[S]he does spell everything out, and wants everything spelled out to her. It’s like 
being back in the second grade” (110). Joan also loses her dignity, becoming “giddy” 
with wine as she reveals her lover’s fussy obsessions: “If they made four-piece suits, 
he’d wear them. And he washes—he washes everything, every time” (112).
	 “Gesturing,” in other words, subtly sustains the attraction to asceticism and 
masculine independence that was intimated already in Updike’s first novel, The 
Poorhouse Fair (1959), in which the aged protagonist laments what he sees as insidi-
ous cultural decline:

Hook had a very clear inner apprehension of what virtue was: An austerity of the hunt, 
a manliness from which comes all life, so that it can be written that the woman takes 
her life from the man. As the Indian once served the elusive deer he hunted, men once 
served invisible goals, and grew hard in such service and pursuit, and lent their society 
an indispensable temper. Impotent to provide this temper, this salt, men would sink 
lower than women, as indeed they had. Women are the heroes of dead lands. (160)

I read this passage as an early expression of the paradoxical revulsion that from 
time to time shadows the celebratory sexuality in Updike’s work. Another occurs 
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when Updike’s fictional writer Henry Bech, nauseated by the “massed fertility” he 
feels bearing down on him at a women’s college, resists the brusquely proffered 
services of his hostess:

Her firm willing body, silhouetted against the dewy smell of sleeping grass, seemed 
to him another poem abysmal in its ignorance, deceitful in its desire to mitigate the 
universe. . . . Impotent: yet in his stance, his refusal to embrace a hasty cure, we must 
admire a type of rigidity, an erect pride in his desolation, a determination to defend 
it as his territory. A craven pagan this morning, he had become by midnight a stern 
monk. (Complete Henry Bech 96)1

The roué carries the anchorite within him, one might say: given the fairly blatant 
imagery of the two passages just quoted, perhaps the imposing verticality of the 
Hancock Tower may be understood as phallic after all—yet simultaneously remote, 
solitary, sublime, and aspiring majestically toward heaven. However susceptible 
to charges of hypocrisy and antifeminism his stories may be, it is this tension, it 
seems to me, this oscillation between concupiscence and renunciation, that imparts 
depth to Updike’s considerations of the place of sexuality in human life and more 
specifically in the habits of his own generation. As Updike never forgot, sensual 
indulgence has always had a reproving backstory: “[T]o the early Christian moral-
ists, of whom Sts. Paul and Augustine are the greatest, the body was a beast to be 
tamed, not a master to be served” (More 43). Indeed, Richard’s apprehension as he 
faces Joan of “the perfection of her teeth, even and rounded and white, bared by her 
lips as if in proof of a perfect skull” (112), recalls an earlier instance in “Augustine’s 
Concubine” where the saint is repelled by the sexuality of his Scythian mistress: 
“Their bodies would become one, but his soul was pulled back taut, like the hair 
at the back of her skull” (Early 832).
	 The Maples are a couple one can scarcely imagine as functioning outside the 
contingencies of their time and place: as their story unfolds, their status as adul-
terers mellows into a jocular camaraderie that approaches the fraternal, casting 
them less as adversaries than as boon companions in a mutual exploration of op-
portunities newly permissible, and it is telling that “Gesturing” first appeared in 
Playboy. New Yorker editor William Shawn, with the “squeamishness” of a bygone 
dispensation, balked, Updike remembered, “when my fictional marriages became 
too modern, too bilaterally and carefreely betrayed; the stories about the Maples 
began to come back in the mails” (More 766). The tone of Updike’s foreword to 
the first Maples collection, Too Far to Go, is not remorseful so much as compla-
cent: “That a marriage ends is less than ideal; but all things end under heaven, 
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and if temporality is held to be invalidating, then nothing real succeeds” (Higher 
467). I would counter that these tales of the dismantling of a marriage, however 
commonplace that is in an era of no-fault divorce, play out against the backdrop 
of the religious archaic, perhaps a residue of what Updike saw as “Protestantism’s 
enthusiastic ‘valorization of marriage’” (Odd Jobs 797)—just as “[n]ovels about 
heterosexual partnering,” as Updike wrote in a 1999 review, “however frivolous 
and reducible to increments of selfishness, social accident, foolish overestimations, 
and inflamed physical detail, do involve the perpetuation of the species and the 
ancient, sacralized structures of the family” (Due Considerations 306). The con-
cluding exchange between Richard and Joan in “Gesturing,” tipsy and skittering 
as it is, yields nevertheless an epiphany: “He saw through her words to what she 
was saying—that these lovers, however we love them, are not us, are not sacred 
as reality is sacred. We are reality. We have made children. We gave each other our 
young bodies. We promised to grow old together” (208).
	 As in much of Updike’s work, then, the contemporaneity of “Gesturing” is 
deliberately positioned in contrast to the past—evoked in the Hancock Tower’s 
reflection of the nineteenth-century edifice of Trinity Church but more trenchantly 
in the story’s other glass surface:

Days passed before he realized that, on the old glass near his nose, the wavery panes of 
his own window, ghostly previous tenants armed with diamonds had scratched initials, 
names, dates, and, cut deepest and whitest of all, the touching, comical vow, incised 
in two trisyllabic lines,

With this ring
I thee wed

	 What a transparent wealth of previous lives overlay a city’s present joy! (107)

Regularly confronted by “that impudent, pious marring, that bit of litany, etched 
bright by the sun’s fading fire” (109), Richard must continually face the distance 
between his own circumstances and a presumably more righteous past of domestic 
fidelity: the inscription calls to mind Sophia Hawthorne’s incising the sentiment 
“Man’s accidents are God’s purposes” on a window of the Old Manse to which 
she went as a bride. Despite the fact that his characters “live in the twilight of the 
old morality” (Marry Me 53), in Updike’s fiction “erotic adventure is still enough 
freighted with guilt and pain to seem a mode of inner pilgrimage” (Hugging 388). 
Like the tension between spirit and flesh, this sustained engagement with the au-
thority of older moral norms helps raise Updike’s sex-laced scenarios “above the 
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deadpan copulation of sheep and squirrels”: they unfold in a stratified universe still 
organized with “God figured at the top, the unthinkable keystone” (Villages 321, 
44). Updike never permits us to lose the sense that something important is taking 
place in their parting, and amid the ruins of their perishing relationship we can hear 
a hymn to “marriage, composed of spats, mutual disappointments, and, toward the 
end, a mellowing hoard of shared memories” (Hub Fans 5). Nathaniel Hawthorne 
profited, in Updike’s assessment, from “his seven years of marriage, with its sexual 
revelations, its added responsibilities, and its exercise of tolerance and understand-
ing in domesticity’s tiny democracy” (More 507), and Updike owned up to the 
sustaining benefits of companionate wedlock: “Perhaps I could have made a go 
of the literary business without my first wife’s faith, forbearance, sensitivity, and 
good sense, but I cannot imagine how” (Higher 462). What lies ahead of Richard 
and Ruth now, we wonder, if not the same “aftermath of consequences” awaiting 
Shakespeare’s sinners as they devolve from “the adulterous, rapturous couple who 
had existed outside Elsinore’s walls” (Gertrude and Claudius 171)?
	 The story’s gestures, then, may seem ultimately decorative, accessories to 
the moral considerations signaled by the recurrent references to glass, mirrors, 
transparency, reflection. “All art, all beauty, is reflection,” proclaims the narrator 
of “From the Journal of a Leper” (Later 26). But the title “Gesturing” is perhaps 
important, after all, as a link to the other ten narratives in The Maples Stories that 
appear under gerundive titles—or, as I prefer to call them, progressive verbs, 
indicating action that is ongoing—and therefore constitute a tacit homage to 
similarly named novels by Henry Green: Living , Party Going , Loving , Conclud-
ing, Doting. Updike left a number of testimonials to Green’s influence, calling the 
English writer’s novels “a revelation to me” (Higher 425) and praising “that liber-
atingly ingenuous voice, that voice so full of other voices, its own interpolations 
amid the matchless dialogue twisted and tremulous with a precision that kept the 
softness of groping, of sensation, of living” (Hugging 311). Green, Updike writes 
in the same passage, was “a saint of the mundane” (312)—a canonization inviting 
comparison with his own stated resolve “to give the mundane its beautiful due” 
(Higher 467). The joining of saintliness and the mundane, of the transcendent and 
the quotidian, is a constant that reaches back as far as Updike’s college thesis on 
the seventeenth-century poet Robert Herrick: “[H]is humility is the Christian 
awareness of the smallness of earthly things. His poems are short, his subjects are 
trivial, his effects are delicate. Yet at the same time he is willing to describe tiny 
phenomena with the full attention and sympathy due a ‘major’ theme” (qtd. in 
Hamilton 47). Updike consistently sought to consider “mundane events”—such 
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as, perhaps, the more or less amicable undoing of a marriage—“religiously, as 
worthy of reverence and detailed evocation” (Higher 480): a gesture, so to speak, 
that can be traced to the Sunday school of his childhood, with its premise “that 
our world is everywhere, at all times, in every detail, watched by God, like a fourth 
dimension” (Odd 239). What Updike called the “weave” of “Gesturing,” which 
joins the other Maples stories in recounting “a million mundane moments shared” 
(Higher 103, 467), may be made up of the same “wellmeant wimbly wambly stuff ” 
that Updike found in the fiction of Green (Collected Poems 261): when Ruth, for 
example, whines, “But I like who I am now,” or Joan sassily retorts, “Is dat right, 
white man?” (109, 111). Yet for all their shallowness, these trivial remarks are never-
theless susceptible to being viewed sub specie aeternitatis: “Praise Henry Green, who 
showed how lifetimes sift / Through gestures, glances, silly talk, and drift” (Collected  
Poems 96). The climacterics of personal history occur, as Green’s dialogues insist, 
not in the grandiosity of the proscenium but in the banality of circumstance and 
the discourse of daily life. And even here we may trace an autobiographical and 
nostalgic genesis, for Updike’s attachment to Green originated in the early years 
of his first marriage: in “Sunday Teasing,” the young wife reads Green (Early 90), 
and it must surely have been Mary whom Updike meant when he reminisced, “I 
have seen a reader of Loving cry at the end, not understanding why, for the book 
had been so funny that she had kept reading parts of it aloud” (Hugging 319).

When I finally came to write my dissertation, I stayed with Updike, attempting 
to fit his work into the continuum of American Protestant literature originating 
with the Puritans and cresting with Hawthorne; A Month of Sundays had recently 
been published, so my placing him in this tradition seemed justified. A Puritan 
writer I found congenial to both novelists was the great, if neglected, Thomas 
Shepard (1605–1649), who left not only sermons but a spiritual autobiography 
and a journal. If it is true that Updike mined his own life for the matériel of his fic-
tion, it may be illuminating to consider him a latter-day participant in the Puritan 
habit of self-examination and his work a lifelong diary in the manner of his Puritan 
forebear, who, as Michael McGiffert writes, “sees, and is seen—a Chillingworth, 
as it were, and equally a Dimmesdale: there lies Shepard flattened out in wholly 
genuine anguish, but there, simultaneously, is that other Shepard, perpendicular, 
cognitively masterful, the seeing I, lifting his pen to make a diagnostic or prescrip-
tive note in his Journal” (19). These words recall the observation of Updike’s friend 
Michael Arlen that when interacting with Updike “you always felt that this was 
just a parallel universe we were occupying for the moment—the real universe was 
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back at his desk” (qtd. in Begley xii). One could protest that Updike’s oeuvre— 
of whose totality he might have said, as he admitted of one of his stories, “I scarcely 
know what . . . is made up or not” (More 777)—is more a shabby record of self-
admiration than the disciplina of the kind of Puritan who, in McGiffert’s words, 
“labored to bring himself wholly into a right relation with the God Who not only 
imposed direction and pattern on outward events but also by His grace com-
posed the discords of the troubled, sinning soul” (3). Yet as much as we may feel 
inclined, in an age when “[w]e no longer idealize our celebrities; we search out 
their sins” (More 516), to denigrate this gifted but flawed human being, it can hardly 
be doubted that he remained true to what he conceived of as his artistic duty: “to 
make the best record I can of life as I understand it” (qtd. in Begley 9). We look to 
Updike for his lantern-shine on what it means to be “in the tense condition of a 
death-foreseeing, vexedly libidinous animal” (Due 75). Fiction, Updike maintained 
to his death, “is rooted in an act of faith: a presumption of an inherent significance 
in human activity that makes daily life worth dramatizing and particularizing” 
(More 850). Like the rest of his work, the Maples stories are a gesture toward that 
presumption—a gesture that, as Updike said of William Blake, “links the seen and 
the unseen” (Higher 245).

NOTE

	 1. For the genesis of the scene, see Due Considerations 40.
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Updike at Bay: Rethinking John  
Updike’s Late Work

MATTHEW SHIPE

John Updike: A Critical Biography, by Bob Batchelor. Santa Barbara: Praeger, 2013.

At the opening of Updike (2014), Adam Begley describes an encounter with John 
Updike in the early 1990s at Lawrence University, where the famous writer had 
been asked to give the convocation address. This campus visit was one of countless 
such appearances that he made over the course of his lengthy career, and Begley 
suggests that by this time Updike had perfected the mixture of bemusement and 
mild self-deprecation that were the central components of his public persona. 
The episode, as Begley recounts it, seems tailor-made for one of Updike’s stories 
about Henry Bech, the character through whom Updike articulated the absurdi-
ties and anxieties of a writer’s life. At dinner at the university president’s house, 
a woman confuses Updike for John Cheever, asking if he was the writer of “the 
wonderful story about the man who swims from pool to pool,” and then asks if he 
has any plans to retire. Gently correcting the woman, Updike jokes that he might 
“lay claim” to his former counterpart’s most well-known story, and inquires if she 
thinks he should retire. “That moment of teasing social agility,” Begley concludes,

sparked my suspicion that the playfully mischievous, dazzlingly clever John Updike was 
a potentially dangerous individual, and that a gamut of conflicting emotions, not all 
of them kindly, were hidden behind the screen of his public persona. I think it was the 
hint of danger, subliminally communicated to the clutch of listeners in the president’s 
blandly elegant living room, that made his performance in the role of celebrated author 
so appealing. (ix–x)
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	 Begley’s interest in the complexities of Updike’s public persona is echoed 
throughout Bob Batchelor’s recently published overview of the writer’s career, 
John Updike: A Critical Biography. In his study, Batchelor considers the different 
components that constituted Updike’s professional identity, exploring how his no-
tion of his own celebrity alongside his awareness of the publishing industry shaped 
his literary output. Early in the book, Batchelor divides Updike the “craftsman” 
from Updike the “professional” and “celebrity,” and the work as a whole endeavors 
to think about how Updike negotiated these three aspects of his artistic identity. 
Unlike Begley’s book, however, John Updike: A Critical Biography has little to say 
about the details of Updike’s daily life—a point that Batchelor concedes in the 
book’s preface—but instead attempts to provide “a fuller portrait of Updike as 
an author, celebrity, artist, and product in our consumer society” (x). That being 
said, this biography remains almost completely silent on Updike’s private life. 
Instead, Batchelor leans heavily on the later essays—especially those collected 
in More Matter (1999) and Due Considerations (2007)—to provide a sense of 
how Updike viewed himself and his work during the final decade of his career.
	 Despite the absence of new material on Updike’s life, Batchelor’s book can 
be viewed as a companion piece to Begley’s acclaimed biography, as both make 
a claim for the continued significance of their subject’s importance to post-1945 
American literature. Indeed, the book begins with Batchelor asserting that Updike 
“matters” (xiii), a straightforward claim that informs the enthusiastic assessment 
of Updike’s work throughout the study. Batchelor, a professor of communications 
at Thiel College who has recently published books on The Great Gatsby and Bob 
Dylan, openly acknowledges his affection for Updike. An early chapter details 
how Batchelor, who was raised in western Pennsylvania, was initially drawn to 
Updike’s work through its depiction of their shared home state—and the book is 
peppered with anecdotes about Batchelor’s experience as a member of the John 
Updike Society. He asserts:

The beauty of Updike’s work in my mind, first and foremost, centered on what I call a 
Pennsylvania sensibility. Regardless of setting, Updike’s novels spoke to me as a fellow 
Pennsylvanian—either featuring characters I identified as similar to those in my own 
past or a narrative style that rang true to my ear. He captured the aura of the state and 
its timeless challenges, thus enabling a reader decades later to do more than just sense 
the implications, rather feeling them, like one does on the well-worn roads of home. (40)

	 Confessions such as these reflect Batchelor’s enthusiasm for his subject, and 
they are characteristic of the approach he takes throughout the book. His advocacy 
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for Updike is winning in many ways, but it at times prevents him from pursu-
ing a more considered and nuanced reading of Updike’s work. While Batchelor 
frequently speculates on the insights that future scholars might be able to bring 
to Updike’s fiction, his book as a whole would have benefited from a stronger 
central argument (beyond the assertion that Updike “matters”). That isn’t to say 
that Batchelor doesn’t attempt to provide a substantial critical framework through 
which we might approach Updike’s career. Early in the book, he declares that he 
will read Updike as a “symbolic interactionist,” which, he explains, is a sociological 
approach that “explores how people create meaning for themselves and the broader 
society through a system of constant negotiation, modification, and reassemblage 
as they interact with others” (11). Symbolic interaction, for Batchelor, would seem 
to be a lens through which he can illuminate Updike’s shifting sense of his work 
and audience. Moreover, he suggests that this sociological approach can help ac-
count for critics and casual readers’ tendency to view Updike simply as “a highly 
skilled, lyrical chronicler of suburban maladies” (15). Although social interaction 
remains a potentially useful framework for approaching a career as long and di-
verse as Updike’s, the implications of this methodology remain somewhat murky, 
as Batchelor never fully explains how it affects his reading of Updike. Later in the 
book, he notes how “[s]ymbolic interactionism as a tool for literary analysis can 
be seen as a powerful means of supporting literature’s hope to serve the broader 
culture” (141). Again, this is an intriguing notion, but it would have been helpful 
to have both the theory and the method of reading it implies more fully defined.
	 Nevertheless, John Updike: A Critical Biography covers all the major aspects of 
Updike’s career, offering useful commentary on the poetry and nonfiction as well 
as considering some of the lesser read novels. Batchelor appears especially attuned 
to Updike’s attentiveness to the publishing industry; in one of the more interesting 
tidbits offered in the book, he provides the sales data for Updike’s career through 
the mid-1990s (29). Later, he considers the marketing campaign for Updike’s pen-
ultimate novel, Terrorist (2006). Such information is useful, especially for readers 
interested in contextualizing Updike’s career alongside the (apparent) decline of 
the publishing industry in recent years. Indeed, Batchelor devotes a large portion 
of his book to considering Terrorist’s reception, and he uses the novel as a case 
study of sorts to consider how Updike viewed himself and his fiction at the end 
of his career. In a chapter entitled “Updike’s Audience,” he explains that his intent 
is to “explore what it means for a literary artist and celebrity to also coexist as a 
working professional” (148). This is a promising avenue, and much of the material 
that Batchelor considers is interesting, suggesting that both Knopf and Updike 
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had high hopes for Terrorist. Nevertheless, Batchelor never quite articulates how 
we should understand the material he has brought together. The chapter ends 
with a collection of reviews of the novel, with Batchelor noting how many of the 
critics, violating the guidelines for book reviewing that Updike had articulated in 
Picked-Up Pieces (1975), “took Updike to task for not writing the book they wanted 
to read, rather than the book he authored” (171). This conclusion is true enough, 
but one wishes that Batchelor had more fully considered the factors he presents 
at the beginning of the chapter.
	 More broadly, the book is invested in promoting a view of Updike as more than 
just a chronicler of suburban adultery, and it does a particularly good job of high-
lighting the work he produced during the final decade of his career. John Updike: A 
Critical Biography in many ways picks up where James Schiff ’s John Updike Revisited 
(1998) and William Pritchard’s Updike: America’s Man of Letters (2000) leave off, 
and it could be seen as an addendum to these critical studies as Batchelor makes a 
case for how we might approach the fiction that Updike produced in his final years. 
Batchelor privileges the late work throughout this book: “Rabbit Remembered” 
(2000) receives more attention than either Rabbit Redux (1971) or Rabbit Is Rich 
(1981), while some major works—the Maples stories, The Centaur (1963), the Bech 
books—are barely featured. In the chapter on Updike’s short stories, Batchelor 
briefly addresses the scope of the short fiction, before offering a reading of “The 
Road Home,” a story from Updike’s posthumous collection My Father’s Tears 
(2009). Batchelor’s decision to highlight “The Road Home” makes sense—it is 
one of the many stories that Updike produced in his later years in which an aging 
male protagonist returns to his Pennsylvania home—but his reading would have 
been stronger if he had situated it alongside the many Pennsylvania stories that 
appeared in Updike’s final three story collections (“A Sandstone Farmhouse,” “The 
Black Room,” and “My Father on the Verge of Disgrace,” to name just a few).
	 Batchelor handles the poetry in similar fashion, as he largely focuses on Up-
dike’s final two collections, Americana (2001) and Endpoint (2009)—of the latter, 
arguing that it will eventually “take its rightful place among the United States’ great 
works of poetry” (61). The section on Updike’s experimental novels concentrates 
on Terrorist and The Widows of Eastwick (2008), while largely passing over novels 
such as A Month of Sundays (1975) and Roger’s Version (1986), works that are, to my 
mind, essential for understanding the darkening vision that emerges in Updike’s  
later fiction. Nevertheless, the decision to focus on these later novels is a promising 
move, and the book’s argument would have been more compelling if it had pursued 
a fuller reading of the late novels without attempting to cover the earlier work, 
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which Batchelor seems less interested in discussing. A more defined focus on the 
later works would have allowed Batchelor to discuss novels such as Gertrude and 
Claudius (2000), Seek My Face (2002), and Villages (2004). These late novels, each 
of them peculiar and intriguing, have received relatively little critical discussion, 
and readings of them, complementing Batchelor’s considerations of Terrorist and 
The Widows of Eastwick, would have been useful for establishing a more substantive 
evaluation of Updike’s final decade.
	 The book is at its most compelling in its consideration of Terrorist, Updike’s 
portrait of a teenaged would-be jihadist and the late novel that received the most 
critical attention. Indeed, the final third of John Updike: A Critical Biography is 
largely devoted to Terrorist, and Batchelor makes a strong case for the novel’s 
importance in Updike’s oeuvre. He convincingly argues that Updike’s most con-
troversial late novel—which would unfortunately appear even more prescient in 
the wake of the 2013 Boston Marathon bombing—served as Updike’s “warning 
shot directed at readers who might then act upon the shoddy, flabby, yet wonder-
ful, America he unveils” (164). Batchelor demonstrates how the novel reflects the 
more pessimistic assessment of American culture that emerged in Updike’s later 
fiction. Although his analysis would have been stronger if he had contextualized 
it more firmly within Updike’s canon—the grim diagnosis of American culture 
that Batchelor describes can be seen as early as A Month of Sundays (1975)—his 
assessment of the cultural critique that Updike pursues in Terrorist is convincing. 
“For Updike, perhaps the United States that stands up and gets back on its feet after 
September 11 is still hyper-focused on popular culture, addicted to consumerism, 
and growing increasingly fat and apathetic,” Batchelor writes. “But the nation is also 
capable of greatness, particularly when its people hold on to their beliefs” (194). 
This conclusion is largely persuasive and suggests how critics might rethink the 
portrait of American culture that surfaces in Updike’s later work. And while John 
Updike: A Critical Biography is not as comprehensive as its title implies, it ultimately 
serves an important function by highlighting the significance of Updike’s later work 
and makes a particularly good case for why Terrorist remains an especially relevant 
novel for scholars of contemporary American literature.
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Academics, critics, graduate students, assistant professors, 
novelists, poets, and short story writers are encouraged to  
submit essays, which should be ten to thirty pages in length.

	 DEADLINE	 Submissions are open and rolling. Depending upon the quality of 
submissions, one or more winners will be announced annually.

	 SEND	

	 SUBMISSIONS TO	 Professor James Schiff
Editor, The John Updike Review
james.schiff@uc.edu
(513) 556-0930

For more information about the journal, visit our website: 
www.updikereview.com

  The 
John Updike Review



The john updike review  
is AccepTing submissions

The John Updike Review is a peer-reviewed, scholarly  
journal published by the University of Cincinnati and  
The John Updike Society. The journal specializes in 
scholarship on the writings, life, and literary and cultural 
significance of John Updike.

The John Updike Review welcomes all critical approaches 
and publishes full-length articles as well as shorter notes, 
book reviews, bibliographical updates, and professional 
postings about conferences, calls for papers, scholarships,  
and other items of interest pertaining to Updike.

essAys And inquiries should be Addressed To:

Professor James Schiff, Editor
The John Updike Review
P.O. Box 210069
Cincinnati, OH 45221-0069
Email: james.schiff@uc.edu
Telephone: 513-556-0930

Electronic submissions, via email (as attached Word  
files), are preferred. Receipt of your manuscript will be 
acknowledged. Decisions take between 8 and 12 weeks. 
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Find FurTher deTAils AT:  

http://blogs.iwu.edu/johnupdikesociety/?page_id




