Round table on "Updike's THE CENTAUR

So what has changed?

Our relation to the classics in this age of wokism, with its suspicion of the western canon?

The students' capacities to relate to mythology?

The relevance of Updike's artistic gesture to our time?

So, my question for this panel (and the audience) is: has any one of you recently taught the novel in one of your classes? And/or would you consider putting it on a syllabus nowadays?

As I said, rereading the novel after all these years has left me puzzled: like revisiting a familiar place, and feeling both comforted and uncomfortable.

Comforted by the realistic narrative of Olinger; and puzzled by the divagations of Olympus. Whole chapters, though imprinted in my memory, now seemed alien to me.

What captured me though, now as in the past, is the narrative of the three-day winter odyssey lived by Peter and his father and their "patch of Pennsylvania in 1947." (264) And, most of all, the unforgettable portrait of George Caldwell, hilarious at times, so moving at others. If Peter is the narrator and the reflector through whose eyes we discover the scenes of his past, it is indeed his father who steals the show. But then again the story that he reconstructsincluding the mythological chapterscenters on Caldwell, the Centaur of the title.

We have a word in French for texts written in memory of, or as eulogy for a deceased person: it is called a "tombeau", a tomb or tombstone, referring to an homage both formal and lyrical that functions as a funeral ritual. (One famous tombeau in French literature is the poet Mallarmé's Tombeau for his son

Anatole who died at the age of 8. American poet Jack Hirshman translated it the 1970's under the title "For a tomb of Anatole.") I would suggest that the novel is like an extension of the obituary in Chapter V, the central chapter. Updike said he wished "to make a record of [his] father.

There was the whole sense of having for 15 years watched a normal, good-doing Protestant man suffering in a kind of comic but real way" (Greiner 106).

Even though George Caldwell does not, as did Chiron, die at the end of his mock-heroic ordeal in the novel, and even though Wesley Updike did not die until 1972, i.e. 9 years after the publication of the novel, 
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  -I remember Richard Ellman saying during a lecture course at Oxford back in October 1973 that "Ulysses as an Irish Jew is an act of Promethean revolt." So, if we assume that Chiron as an American Lutheran is a similar act of

	50 years ago, so 10 years after it came out. It had won the Prix du Meilleur Livre
	Étranger (the French literary prize for foreign books that Updike was the very
	first American writer to receive in 1965), so the book was rapidly on the
	syllabus of the agrégation, our national competitive exam.
	Like Ulysses or The Waste Land, it was considered a challenging read but
	nothing insurmountable at the time for English majors. Ten years later I was

Promethean revolt, i.e. rebelliously creative and transgressive (with the further twist that Prometheus in the novel becomes Chiron's son) what remains of this audacity at 60? -My next (related) question has to do with the readability of The Centaur at 60. Rereading the book this summer has been a strange experience. I first read it teaching the novel at the graduate level and I remember that students were appreciative of, and responsive to it. Would I assign TC to a class now? I'm not sure.

  The Centaur reads like the novel's last words, to redeem Prometheus who stole fire from the gods, George Caldwell keeps on living a life of self-sacrifice and duty in spite of his own "private agony and dwindling." And this is what sticks most durably about the novel, the father's quiet and selfless heroism, his depths of care and feeling for his son. And also the unforgettable couple formed by father and son, their dialogue of compassion and humor amid the cruelty and wonders of daily life.Peter's words to his mistress that "We moved, somehow, on a firm stage, resonant with metaphor" (67) are right on target, and the metaphor that resonates throughout is that of goodness, a goodness born of love-a message that Updike perhaps never affirmed so strongly as in this novel: "Only goodness lives. But it does live." (267) To conclude on these brief remarks, The Centaur at 60 more than ever echoes for me e.e. cummings' poem: my father moved through dooms of love … my father moved through depths of height … my father moved through griefs of joy … my father moved through dooms of feel … … because my Father lived his soul love is the whole and more than all