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ABSTRACT 

In this dissertation I explore the relationship between the city and the pastoral ideal in 

America. While not meant to be a comprehensive discussion of Urban Pastoralism, I 

want to focus my attention on the pastoral impulse one experiences within the city. Some 

versions of American Pastoralism emphasize the city as a complex wilderness, which 

creates within its inhabitants a pastoral impulse for a simpler mode (Golden Age) outside 

the boundaries of the city. However, the inability of the subject in art, literature, and 

film, to escape from the city forces the subject to seek a symbolic pastoral moment within 

the city. I will discuss three "texts" to demonstrate how this pastoral desire is manifested 

in the city. First I will discuss a selection of paintings by Edward Hopper. Hopper paints 

an ironic form of hortus conclusus in his paintings of this city, for his inhabitants appear 

trapped within the frame of the painting and longing for "something beyond the frame." I 

will demonstrate how Hopper's paintings present the possibility of a narrative through 

this irony. As viewers, our desire to impose order upon this chaos compels us to 

construct narratives for his paintings. This narrative desire is tied to the pastoral impulse 

which satisfies our need for order. Second, I will discuss John Updike's Rabbit. Run in 

which Harry pursues a point suspended in time. His pursuit of the Golden Age of his 

youth is compromised by the physical and geographical surroundings. Finally, Woody 

Allen's Manhattan shows a man in pursuit of the pastoral in terms of the meaning and 

purpose of art. Through his search for artistic integrity, Allen discovers the value of 

beauty as a symbol of the pastoral ideal. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

In his seminal book. Some Versions of Pastoral. William Empson states that "the 

essential trick of the old pastoral... was to make simple people express strong feelings 

(felt as the most universal subject, something fundamentally true about everybody) in 

learned and fashionable language" (Empson 11). The most sincere expression of this 

truth, according to Emerson, is nature. However, the complexity of natiu^e necessitates 

the presence of beauty as a manifestation of natural truths: 

"For although the works of nature are innumerable and all different, the 

result or the expression of them all is similar and single. Nature is a sea of 

forms radically alike and even unique. A leaf, a sun-beam, a landscape, 

the ocean, make an analogous impression on the mind. What is common 

to them all,~that perfectness and harmony, is beauty. Therefore the 

standard of beauty is the entire circuit of natural forms,~the totality of 

nature. (Emerson 17) 

Thus the presence of beauty at once simplifies the complexity of nature, yet also signifies 

its presence. The emergence of pastoralism as an art form came from this impulse to 

construct a beautiful representation of nature. Through this representation, man gains a 

greater understanding of essential truths. And while the complexity of nature necessitates 

the simplicity of beauty, transcendentalist literature, according to Lawrence Buell, "is 

constantly trying, failing, and trying again to balance and reconcile the external world 
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with the world of the imagination" (144). And Virgil's early conceptions of the pastoral 

succeed in simplifying the complex. Yet implicit in Virgil is discontentment with 

society, for art, as a product of civilization, bridges the gap between civilization and the 

beauty of nature, but also heightens the tension between the artifact and the real. 

Nevertheless, the rise of the city as the center of modem culture renewed the pastoral 

impulse which, as Leo Marx has stated, "has been used to define the meaning of America 

ever since the age of discovery" (3). The production and appreciation of art in the city 

reflects the continuing presence of the pastoral impulse. The art itself may portray 

elements of pastoralism, or its mere existence may be testament to the social 

discontentment inherent in pastoralism. In this dissertation I wish to explore the 

relationship between the city and the pastoral ideal in America. While not meant to be a 

comprehensive discussion of Urban Pastoralism, I want to focus my attention on the 

pastoral impulse one experiences within the city. Some versions of American 

Pastoralism emphasize the city as a complex wilderness, which creates within its 

inhabitants a pastoral impulse for a simpler mode (Golden Age) outside the boundaries of 

the city. However, the inability of the subject in art, literature, and film, to escape fi-om 

the city forces the subject to seek a symbolic pastoral moment within the city. 

Some early versions of American Pastoralism 

"For I believe that the earthly Paradise lies here," Columbus writes in his 

Narrative of the Third Voyage. 1498-1500. referring to the New World. Columbus 
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believed that the Orinoco River in Venezuela lead to the "Terrestrial Paradise," or Garden 

of Eden (Sullivan 108). This early conception of the New World, as "a providential 

fulfillment of Judeo-Christian biblical tradition" (Sullivan 108), implies that Columbus' 

search for a passage to India is qualified by the Utopian desire to return to the Garden. 

For Columbus, the failure to discover a passage through the continent seems to be 

mitigated by the hope that this New World offers the "Terrestrial Paradise" promised in 

the Bible. Implicit throughout Columbus' journals is this desire to discover a path by 

which man can retum to the Garden. While the primary reason for his first voyage was to 

discover a route to the East, it seems that the pastoral desire for the promise of the New 

World embodied subsequent voyages. 

Indeed, in his sermon, A Modell of Christian Charity. John Winthrop echoes this 

same pastoral desire as he promises to his fellow passengers, "that wee shall be as a Citty 

upon a Hill." The implication of this promise is that the New World offers the Puritans a 

New Canaan upon which this pastoral community is founded. The progress of the 

pastoral ideal can be seen in the difference between Columbus and Winthrop's writings. 

For while Columbus believed in the existence of the Garden of Eden in the New World, 

Winthrop saw the New World as a promised land which offered a new opportunity to 

establish a Utopian community. In both cases, however, the impetus for discovery and 

settlement in the New World seemed to rest in Biblical scriptures. 

As the conceptions of what the New World offered the explorers varied, the 

versions of pastoralism which supported these conceptions also varied. Traditionally, the 
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predominant form of pastoralism is the image of the gentle, bountiful garden. There is an 

emphasis on place that reflects the Biblical conception of the Garden of Eden; 

And the Lord God planted a garden in Eden, in the east; and there he put 

the man whom he had formed. And out of the ground the Lord God made 

to grow every tree that is pleasant to the sight and good for food, the tree 

of life also in the midst of the garden, and the tree of the knowledge of 

good and evil. A river flowed out of Eden to water the garden, and there it 

divided and became four rivers. (Gen 2:8-10) 

This description of the Garden emphasizes God's provident relationship with Adam, in 

which he is the product of a grand design. The Garden, too, is designed to establish a 

symbiotic relationship between man and his environment, but with clearly defined limits 

(the tree of knowledge). Indeed, man did not require knowledge, so long as he did as he 

was told. In terms of Renaissance poetry, Hallett Smith states that "the central meaning 

of pastoral is the rejection of the aspiring mind" (Hallett Smith 10-11). Thus, ironically, 

the conception of the Garden as a pastoral ideal did not exist until after man's fall and 

subsequent expulsion from the Garden. And it seems that man has been searching for a 

way back into the Garden ever since. Therefore the pastoral ideal that shaped the early 

explorers' conceptions of the New World as a garden seems to have originated in this 

Biblical conception of the Garden of Eden. And to depict America, according to Marx, 

"as a garden is to express aspirations still considered Utopian - aspirations, that is, toward 

abundance, leisure, freedom, and a greater harmony of existence" (Marx 43). 
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In his Notes on the State of Virginia. Thomas Jefferson transforms the pastoral 

ideal into political terms. As Marx notes, by the end of the seventeenth century in 

America "the pastoral ideal had been 'removed' from the literary mode to which it 

traditionally had belonged and applied to reality" (73). Since its discovery, American has 

been described as a "kind of Virgilian pasture" (74), and the "greater harmony of 

existence" implicit in the Utopian ideal is easily transferred into the political doctrine 

which promises every man the right to the "pursuit of happiness." Thus, for Jefferson, 

the pastoral conception of society becomes a moral imperative. Jefferson sought what 

Marx terms, the "middle landscape": 

.. .the cardinal image of American aspirations was a rural landscape, a 

well-ordered green garden magnified to continental size. Although it 

probably shows a farmhouse or a neat white village, the scene usually is 

dominated by natiiral objects: in the foreground a pasture, a twisting brook 

with cattle grazing nearby, then a clump of elms on a rise in the middle 

distance and beyond that, way off on the western horizon, a line of dark 

hills. This is the countryside of the old Republic, a chaste, uncomplicated 

land of rural virtue. (Marx 141) 

Jefferson's ideal, according to Henry Nash Smith, eventually made its way into 

America's political consciousness. It became a "master symbol" which expressed the 

American dream of "fecundity, growth, increase, and blissful labor in the earth." (Henry 

Nash Smith 123). And this "symbol" of the garden is merely, according to Smith, a part 

of what he calls the "myth of the garden." And in this sense, the myth as a "mode of 
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belief suggests that "Americans, so far as they shared an idea of what they were doing as 

a people, actually saw themselves creating a society in the image of a garden" (Marx 

143). 

For Jefferson this pastoral ideal, although clearly the product of a Southern 

aristocrat, was largely due to the direction he saw America heading at the end of the 

eighteenth century. He saw America moving away from its agrarian roots and towards an 

industrial economy. Indeed, in a letter to William Short, written during the War of 1812, 

Jefferson states, "our enemy has indeed the consolation of Satan on removing our first 

parents from Paradise: from a peaceable and agricultural nation he makes us a military 

and manufacturing one" (qtd. in Marx 144). We should note the Biblical association of 

the "agrarian nation" with the Garden of Eden, and the subsequent expulsion from the 

garden with the rise of industrialism. Jefferson saw this trend as unavoidable (indeed, 

Marx notes that some of his own policies promoted it), but nevertheless saw the pastoral 

ideal as essential to the political framework of the nation. It became an ideal in which 

America would be forever in pursuit. Its manifestation would take two forms: up until 

the twentieth century "the imagination of Americans was dominated by the idea of 

transforming the wild heartland into such a new 'Garden of the World'" (Marx 141); in 

the twentieth century Americans began transforming their cities into what became known 

as "garden cities," with a new emphasis on improving the enclosed space of the city, and 

transforming parts of it into parks, greenbelts, and "natural" spaces. 

Jefferson's rejection of industrialism as a component of the pastoral ideal has its 

origins in the Biblical rejection of the city. In Sacred Discontent. Herbert Schneidau 
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outlines the biblical treatment of cities: the original city. Nod, was founded by Cain, a 

murderer; '"the Babel story pointedly rejects the great old urban traditions of architectural 

and astronomical wisdom;" the atrocities of Sodom and Gomorrah are symbolic to this 

day; Jerusalem was a city of foreigners; and "entry into the Promised Land is effected by 

the destruction of the world's oldest city, Jericho" (Schneidau 5). Schneidau also notes 

that "even during the centuries of their highest prosperity the Hebrews were never really 

urbanized and remained tribal at the core" (5). For the Hebrews, who maintain an 

"ambivalence toward worldly goods and prosperity" (6 fii), the cities seem to be symbols 

of man's "self-deifying pride" (5) and an attempt by man to "build self-sufficient forms 

of society" (6), which are, in purpose, not unlike the original Garden of Eden. In 

addition, the Hebrews "felt a smoldering opposition to merchants" (124), who populated 

the cities. Indeed, as Bernard Rosenthal notes, Cain built a city because he discovered 

that what grew in the earth was insufficient (191). In this context we see Jefferson's fear 

of the rise of the cities in America, and the imperative to establish the United States as an 

agrarian nation. Indeed, the largest cities in America (primarily in the North), were 

trading ports. Thus coincident with Jefferson's pastoral myth, came a rejection of and 

necessary departure from the city. This departure from the city clearly implies the origins 

of the search. Hearkening back to early Biblical accounts, the nomadic shepherds 

continuously migrated from place to place in search of greener pastures for their flocks. 

Schneidau recognizes the implicit alienation from society as a key element in 

pastoralism. Out of necessity, the shepherd must move his flock farther and farther away 

from settled lands. In pastoral mythology, this pattern is represented by the individual 
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who leaves civilization behind and wanders the wilderness in search of something better. 

This is seen most clearly at the end of Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, in which Huck 

announces he'll "light out for the territory" to escape "sivilization." 

In nineteenth-century American literature we see the emergence of the rejection-

then-retum-to-the-city motif While the end of Huckleberry Finn embraces the pastoral 

myth, the rest of the novel, while pastoral in theme, reveals a cynical view of America's 

acceptance of pastoralism. It is not that Huck and Jim return to civilization, it is that they 

never left it. While the journey down the Mississippi offered them pastoral moments, 

they were merely on the fringe of civilization, experiencing civilization's darker side. 

Twain implies that Americans are not prepared to reject the civilization status quo, nor 

are they able to leave civilization behind and "light out for the territory." After a novel of 

Huck's pondering, we know that his words are void of action. Another example is 

Thoreau's Walden. While celebrated as the classic rejection of civilization. Walden fails 

as an example of pastoralism in that Thoreau's "search" does not lead him very far, and 

indeed, he merely establishes a new society of one. The most important aspect of the 

novel, though, is his return to civilization, implying that his experiment served as an 

alternative to civilization, not a replacement of it. This theme is echoed in The Blithedale 

Romance, in which the guests at Blithedale return to civilization as soon as the romantic 

entanglements form. Coverdale offers no apology for his failure at the colony, but 

implicitly reinforces the idea that human interaction is essential. What The Blithedale 

Romance tells us is that the desire to escape civilization, which drove the guests out to 
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Blithedale, is quickly replaced by other desires. Schneidau offers some insight into this 

problem: 

Beneath the criticism of the aspiring mind lay an insight into the infinitude 

of human desires: so that the obverse of pastoral, in this sense, is the myth 

of Faust. The inability to be satisfied by any created thing - the literal 

endlessness and therefore emptiness of desire. ..(158) 

In Urban Intersections. Sidney Bremer echoes Leo Marx's claim that Americans "need 

the simplicities of distinctively natural settings to provide temporary getaways from 

urban reality" (Bremer 189). Just as the manifestations of the pastoral myth are created 

by man, they are both the product and source of human desire. The desire which 

motivates one to reject civilization in search of something better is the same desire which 

prompts his return to civilization. In Rabbit. Run, the impulse which motivates Harry to 

leave town is a product of the mobility he experienced on the basketball court. 

The cycle of rejection-then-retum-to-the-city causes a reinscription of the city as a 

wilderness. The first step in the pastoral cycle involves one leaving the corrupted city for 

a wilderness which, though untamed, is essentially pure. Within this wilderness, man 

tames and constructs a pastoral landscape. Since this constructed landscape lacks the 

divine providence of the original Garden, man's empty desires ultimately long for 

something else. James L. Machor sees this disenchantment as leading to a rural-urban 

synthesis: 

Viewing pastoralism as inadequate in itself, the urban-pastoral vision 

conceives of an alternate "middle" realm in which the city blends 
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harmoniously with the countryside or contains within its own boundaries 

urbanity, complexity, and sophistication combined with the physical or 

social attributes of simple rusticity. (14) 

Thus, in terms of pastoral movement, the return to the city parallels the escape into the 

wilderness, casting, in essence, the city as wilderness. In terms of urban progress, the 

parks and gardens which emerged within cities and the emergence of what became 

known of in the early-twentieth century as the "garden city" reflects this shift in the 

pastoral mythology. Bernard Rosenthal claims that "nature serves as a trope to affirm 

one's private view of truth.. .yet in regard to the notion of private truth, the concept of 

nature fundamentally perpetuates the American value of civilization" (32). And as 

Machor notes, "at the base of the ideal lies an impulse to provide the urban dweller with 

some means to renew continually his elemental connection to his spontaneous, natural 

self which remaining a member of society, of the city, in a word, of civilization" (14). 

Eventually the city becomes the unwanted wilderness. Georg Simmel states that 

in the city, "the individual is reduced to a negligible quantity.. .a mere cog in an 

enormous organization of things and powers which tear from his hands all.. .spirituality" 

(422). This transformation from, the "subjective spirit" to the "objective spirit," initializes 

the impulse which leads to pastoral desire. The antipastoralism of the city gives rise to a 

form of urban pastoralism in which the pastoral "search" is contained within the 

boundaries of the city. And the object of this pastoral desire is no longer a geographical 

place, but something more ambiguous. This ambiguous objective of pastoral desire can 

be termed a pastoral moment, which is itself symbolic of the garden metaphor present 
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throughout pastoral mythology. It is the product of what Baudelaire calls the "fleeting 

beauty" of modernity. Indeed, as I will discuss below, Edward Hopper's paintings seem 

to reflect this brevity for we, as viewers, often feel we have stumbled upon the scene both 

a little too soon and a little too late. The impermanence and brevity of the pastoral 

moment seems aptly associated with the urban environment in which "the rapid crowding 

of changing images, the sharp discontinuity in the grasp of a single glance, and the 

unexpectedness of onrushing images" (Simmel 410) weakens the stability of the 

individual's psyche to the point at which he struggles to find this pastoral moment. 

The complexity of how one "reads" the city affects the manifestation of pastoral 

desire. In terms of superstructure, the city is a highly structured environment, carefully 

planned and carefully ordered. The Renaissance city, with the towering cathedral as its 

centerpiece, offered man a structured environment (both physically and spiritually) in 

contrast with the untamed forests. And this conception of the city was carried over to the 

New World in the form of the Spanish missions and the Puritan villages, in which the 

forests were cleared for the village, emphasizing the contrast between the purity of the 

community and the moral ambiguity of the forest. In the late-eighteenth and early-

twentieth century. New York and other East-coast cities became symbolic of the 

American Dream for European immigrants. These cities became the gardens to protect 

the immigrants fleeing their troubles in Europe. Rather than "greener pastures," the cities 

offered "streets paved with gold." The objective is the same. The "restlessness" Nick 

Carraway experienced after returning fi-om the war caused him to view the Middle West 

as the "ragged edge of the universe," and consequently, the city as a highly ordered 
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environment. Yet, paradoxically, this ordered environment also promised and delivered 

to Nick the chaos and excitement of the "counter-raid." And it is within this paradox that 

pastoral desire is bom. As Schneidau explains, the cities become the vortex of fulfillment 

and desire. "If we dream of Utopias," he says, "we are also driven by Faustian desires" 

(43). Essentially, the desire implicit in the pastoral myth becomes self-perpetuating. As 

Americans, and as pastoralists, we are never satisfied. We seek fulfillment in pursuing an 

ideal more than in achieving it. Schneidau sees cities as symbolic of this restlessness and 

sense of unfulfilled desire: "The cities of America, most Westernized and Bible-reading 

of nations, are symbols: always in a boom-bust cycle, either growing or decaying. The 

Biblical hostility to cities erodes our confidence in them, but this drives us into still more 

frenzied building and achieving" (43). This "frenzied building and achieving" is a 

manifestation of pastoral desire, but in this form, it is the construction of an antipastoral 

urban garden. 

This urban pastoralism, then, is manifested in the "search." Taking cues from its 

biblical origins, the individual, who is essentially trapped in this hortus conclusus known 

as the city, desires some way to escape. Indeed, Leo Marx recognizes the "relatively 

complex" society of the city as "inescapable" (Marx "Pastoral Ideals" 254). In the 

twentieth century city, this escape does not necessitate a physical departure from the city. 

In Manhattan. Yale tells Emily, "We can't abandon [Isaac]. He can't function anywhere 

other than New York" (Allen 187). As I discuss below, this comment applies to Yale, as 

well. And in Rabbit. Run. Harry becomes physically incapable of escaping from the city 

and his responsibilities there. So the inhabitants of the city search for that pastoral 
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moment, symbolic of the Garden, which rests within the individual's psyche. In the 

urban landscape, pastoral desire is a search for symbols. 

I will discuss three "texts" to demonstrate how this pastoral desire is manifested 

in the city. First 1 will discuss a selection of paintings by Edward Hopper. Hopper paints 

an ironic form of hortus conclusus in his paintings of this city, for his inhabitants appear 

trapped within the frame of the painting and longing for "something beyond the frame." I 

will demonstrate how Hopper's paintings present the possibility of a narrative through 

this irony. As viewers, our desire to impose order upon this chaos compels us to 

construct narratives for his paintings. This narrative desire is tied to the pastoral impulse 

which satisfies our need for order. 

Second, I will discuss John Updike's Rabbit. Run in which Harry pursues a point 

suspended in time. His pursuit of the Golden Age of his youth is compromised by the 

physical and geographical surroundings. In the novel it takes on the image of physical 

movement. The conflict is between the fluidity of natural movement (basketball) and the 

restrictiveness of urban society (responsibility). Rabbit is trying to recapture (searching 

for) that moment when he was/will be able to move freely/naturally. Only through death 

is he really free. Until that point, the "golden age" becomes a trap of Faustian desires. 

We've tasted the fhiit and want more. So we spend our lives searching for this elusive 

"fhiit of an edenic tree." What seems spontaneous is really elusive. This is the pastoral 

search. But in this case it is ironic because the origin of desire lies within ourselves, and 

it becomes a self-perpetuating search in that we can never find in the world that which 

lies within us. 
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Finally, Woody Allen's Manhattan shows a man in pursuit of the pastoral in terms 

of the meaning and purpose of art. Through his search for artistic integrity, Allen 

discovers the value of beauty as a symbol of the pastoral ideal. Tracy is the symbol of 

the pastoral, for her beauty represents nature, and consequently truth. Juxtaposed against 

Tracy as the symbol of the pastoral are the sophisticates of the city, portrayed as the art-

critics. Through the characters of Yale and Mary, Allen shows how the urban 

sophisticates need art in order to explain the universe. But their understanding of art 

merely reveals their own narcissism. The artist, on the other hand, must navigate 

between his obligation to the pursuit of truth and beauty and his role as a member of 

society. From this conflict pastoralism arises. 

From the analyses of these texts 1 hope to derive an understanding of pastoralism 

distinct from the traditional pastoral mode of Jeffersonian ideology. Rather than an ideal 

which rests on an agrarian society as a rejection of the industrial society, I want to posit 

the idea of pastoralism, as it functions within the urban milieu, as a search for an ideal, 

much in the way Emerson advanced the idea of nature as means of transcendence. The 

texts below reveal the moral imperative of the pastoral moment. In as much as the 

individual must survive within the city, he must search for the pastoral moment which 

will lead to his universal truth. 



CHAPTER TWO 

HOPPER'S '^SPIRITUALIZED PAUL PRY": VOYEUR, FLANEUR, AND THE 

ANXIETY OF MODERNITY 

"The full of hope, the happy, the miserable, and the desperate, dwell together within the 

circle of my glance." Nathaniel Hawthorne, "Sights from a Steeple" 

"[Hopper] seems in his paintings to be on the verge of telling a story; the curtain goes 

up...on an intriguing tableau." John Updike 

Edward Hopper's most famous painting, Niehthawks. has often been 

characterized as a film noir still, or a representation of Hemingway's clean, well-lighted 

place. In both instances the dichotomy between light and dark, between warm and cold, 

between safe and threatening, between faith and hopelessness, is explicit. Yet the 

aesthetic value of the scene is often misunderstood. The viewers' eyes are drawn to the 

couple sitting at the bar, the man staring forward while the woman next to him stares 

blankly at her hand. The "couple" is mirrored by the pair of coffee ums behind the short-

order cook, thus emphasizing the aesthetic importance of this couple and the triangular 

shape created by them, the coffee ums and the cook. The nature of their relationship has 

been the subject of much discussion and scrutiny. Often overlooked, however, is the 

presence of the lone figure on the other side of the bar, with his back toward the viewer. 

He is outside the triangle of sight created by the others, but is still an integral part of the 



scene. While his separation from the others discounts his significance, the fact that his 

back is turned to the viewer adds a degree of mystery to his presence. He is evocative of 

the narrator at the beginning of Poe's "The Man of the Crowd," before he turns around, 

and in this context the painting invites us to play the role of the urban spectator and 

construct a narrative of the scene. But we are suddenly reminded of the fact that, just as 

this lone man is separated from the others, we too are separated from the scene. Hopper 

has cleverly positioned us close enough to the scene to perk our interest, but has kept us 

far enough away to prevent us from actually becoming part of the scene. The darkness 

surrounding the diner reinforces the warm and inviting atmosphere within the diner, 

creating a desire in us to seek sanctuary in the diner, just as the subjects inside 

presumably have. While the window along the front of the diner is larger and inviting, it 

is still a window, and functions symbolically to invite and restrict our desire to solve its 

mystery. In this way. Hopper has constructed a hortus conclusus in the urban darkness, 

for there is no visible entrance into the diner. As an expression of "the garden" it 

promises to fulfill our conception of the ideal place, but Hopper's hortus conclusus 

functions ironically, here. Unlike classical portrayals of the Garden, Niehthawks presents 

disconnectedness among the subjects, implying nothing more than the possibility of the 

garden. For the mysterious nature of the man whose back is to the viewer reinforces the 

fact that the city is not a garden, in that the presence of alienated man suggests that the 

search for the great good place still continues. Man is still searching because man is still 

alienated. 
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Many of Hopper's paintings present a mystery to the viewer. Mostly this mystery 

is the result of Hopper's placement of the viewer in relation to the scene. Just as in 

Nighthawks Hopper keeps the viewer at bay, creating anxiety in the viewer. In the 

paintings I am considering. Hopper brings the viewer into the same interior space as the 

subject, but positions the viewer in such a way as to restrict his ability to create a 

narrative and resolve the scene. Hopper relies on our innate desire to resolve and order 

the scene. As Simmel notes, the city appeals to our innate need for order and patterns. 

Hopper's paintings display an overabundance of geometric shapes and patterns. Yet the 

conflict that arises in Hopper's paintings is intrinsically tied to his formal approach. 

Intrinsically we define objects by their function. But in his paintings Hopper divorces the 

object fi-om its man-defined purpose and presents it as an object whose primary flinction 

in the painting is to assume an aesthetic value relative to the overall aesthetic of the 

painting. Thus the conflict arises between our understanding of the object's functional 

value and our comprehension of Hopper's ascribed value of it. By treating objects in 

terms of their aesthetic forms, rather than their utilitarian function. Hopper is addressing 

the fiindamental paradox of modernity, and the source of urban anxiety: what happens 

when the function of an object is sacrificed for its form? Both function and form are 

critical to maintaining patterns. Both rely on our previous knowledge and experience in 

their understanding. But, as Herbert Schneidau claims, "megalithism represents the twin 

possibilities of imposing regimentation on a culture and self-glorifying monuments on a 

landscape" (108). This defines cities perfectly in that they impose order on a culture 

physically through their structure, and psychologically through their sheer magnitude. 
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But they also alter our perception of aesthetic forms. We become acutely aware of the 

negative capability of aesthetic forms on our psyche. This is especially true in Hopper's 

paintings, in which the formal balance in a painting is achieved through the 

disconnectedness of the subjects within the frame. The result is the mere suggestion of 

the possibility of narrative resolution within the painting. 

In this essay I first will discuss the issue of narratorial perspective and how it 

relates to the point-of-view in the paintings. To this end I will use Nathaniel 

Hawthorne's seminal sketch, "Sights from a Steeple," which introduces the idea of the 

voyeur and his narrative desire. Then, applying this theory of the narrator to specific 

paintings, I will argue that Hopper gives the viewer a point of view much more intimate 

than that of a voyeur, in order to create narrative desire within the viewer. This narrative 

desire enables the viewer to create the drama within the painting. As the subjects of the 

paintings are "longing for places beyond the window." anxiety is created in the viewer as 

the "plot" of the painting cannot be resolved. 

The position of the narrator is important to Hawthorne. In some of his works, 

such as The Scarlet Letter, the story is told by the distant Custom-House officer. In other 

narratives, such as in "Sights from a Steeple" and The Blithedale Romance, the narrator 

is more integral to the story he is telling. The sketch, "Sights fr^om a Steeple" is told by 

Hawthorne as a resident of the town he describes. As he elevates himself above the town 

in "Sights from a Steeple," Hawthorne reveals his desire for omniscience. His opening 

description of heaven parallels his Ascension within the steeple and his desire to ascend 

into heaven: 
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Oh that I could soar up into the very zenith, where man never 

breathed, nor eagle ever flew, and where the ethereal azure melts 

away from the eye, and appears only a deepened shade of 

nothingness! (Hawthorne 191) 

This passage calls to mind Emerson's "transparent eyeball" passage: 

Standing on the bare ground, — my head bathed by the blithe air 

and uplifted into infinite space, — all mean egotism vanishes. I 

become a transparent eyeball; I am nothing, 1 see all; the currents 

of the Universal Being circulate through me; I am part or parcel of 

God. (Emerson 10) 

While published five years after Hawthorne's sketch, Emerson displays the same sense of 

landscape as a product of the mind's eye. Indeed, both authors see the landscape as a 

creation and an inspiring medium: "In the tranquil landscape, and especially in the distant 

line of the horizon, man beholds somewhat as beautifiil as his own nature" (Emerson 10). 

For the narrator of "Sights from a Steeple" the landscape represents both the fi'ame and 

canvas for his narrative. The narrator's mythical Ascension on one level represents 

man's desire for Ascension into heaven. It suggests an ideal position for a narrator which 

allows him omniscience and clairvoyance. On a second level, the narrator's Ascension 

toward Heaven allows him to remain hidden from those he observes. Edgar Dryden 

notes the consistent inability of Hawthorne's voyeurs to remain hidden (Dryden 74). 

Indeed, the voyeur, in the act of casting his gaze, is inevitably seen by the object of his 
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gaze, at which point he becomes the victim of the gaze himself, allowing himself to be 

scrutinized. To avert this threat, the narrator in "Sights from a Steeple" positions himself 

high above the town so as to minimize the risk of being seen. While the breadth of his 

vision is great, its depth is minimized by his distance from the action he is observing. His 

vision is limited by the horizon, which serves as the frame of this picture-sketch, and his 

knowledge is limited strictly to the interpretations he can infer from his own experiences. 

Still, the narrator's desire for more knowledge is present throughout the sketch. 

Hawthorne writes: 

The most desirable mode of existence might be that of a 

spiritualized Paul Pry, hovering invisible round man and woman, 

witnessing their deeds, searching into their hearts, borrowing 

brightness from their felicity and shade from their sorrow, and 

retaining no emotion peculiar to himself. (Hawthorne 192) 

There are three elements described here which Hawthorne feels are essential for an 

effective narrator. A "spiritualized Paul Pry" maintains sight, knowledge and experience; 

sight in "witnessing their deeds," knowledge from "searching into their hearts," and 

experience through "borrowing." While the narrator in this sketch has only sight, and can 

only guess at the "mystery of human bosoms." he feels an obligation to interpret what he 

sees and create a plot out of these individual scenes, hi Reading for the Plot. Peter 

Brooks offers four definitions for the word "plot": 

I. (a) A small piece of ground, generally used for a specific 

process, (b) A measured area of land; lot. 
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2. A ground plan, as for a building; chart; diagram. 

3. The series of events consisting of an outline of the action of a 

narrative drama. 

4. A secret plan to accomplish a hostile or illegal purpose; scheme. 

(Brooks 11) 

As Brooks notes, common to each of these definitions "is the idea of boundedness, 

demarcation, the drawing of lines to mark off and order... .From the organized space, plot 

becomes the organizing line, demarcating and diagramming that which was previously 

undifferentiated" (12). While Brooks develops an elaborate theory for the nature of plot, 

he notes that at its simplest form plot is an organizing structure. The framing of the 

scene, both through the natural boundaries of the landscape as well as through the 

spyglass, constitutes the basic structure of the narrative plot. The narrative presented by 

Hawthorne is limited by the boundary of his vision. These boundaries, especially the 

impending storm clouds above, have a direct effect on the actions of the characters, as 

well as Hawthorne's ability to view these actions. 

The sketch opens with the narrator establishing a relationship with his 

environment. He is high above the ground, but far below the heavens, represented by the 

approaching storm clouds. Restricted by the clouds above and the ground below, his 

vision is further impeded by the horizon on all sides of him. While Hawthorne stretches 

his vision to the edge of the horizon, the spyglass narrows his field of vision from the 

broad to the specific, hideed, the spyglass even distorts the image, for Hawthorne 

questions whether the spyglass offers a more favorable view than the actual image of his 
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subject. Because the spyglass restricts the scope of his vision, he is unable to place what 

he sees in context. The spyglass isolates the subject of his gaze from its surrounding 

environment. Therefore he must look through his mind's eye and achieve the state of 

omniscience necessary to contextualize his characters. But his inability to "see" clearly 

the people below reflects the mortal limitations of his own knowledge. When referring to 

the procession of soldiers and schoolchildren, the narrator notes that "slight differences 

are scarcely perceptible from a church spire" (Hawthorne 195). This statement is ironic 

in that he had hoped his Ascension toward God would give him greater knowledge and 

vision, but in reality his senses are less effective. His reliance on the spyglass, itself a 

distorting medium, as well as his reliance on his own intuition, reveals the distance 

between his desired, God-like role as a "Spiritualized Paul Pry," and his actual position as 

a mere observer. Emerson writes, "there is a property in the horizon which no man has 

but he whose eye can integrate all the parts, that is, the poet" (8). Essentially, the poet 

owns the landscape, for he has created it in his mind's eye. Hawthorne's position high 

above the town expresses this transcendent role of the poet. 

As Hawthorne observes the people below him, he interprets the actions as 

indications of their internal feelings. For the young man, Hawthorne offers first a 

description of what he sees: 

He saunters slowly forward; slapping his left hand with his folded 

gloves, bending his eyes upon the pavement, and sometimes 

raising them to throw a glance before him. (Hawthorne 193) 
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Hawthorne concludes from this behavior that the young man has a "pensive air." 

Following this observation, Hawthorne speculates as to the reasons behind this young 

man's demeanor: 

Is he in doubt, or in debt? Is he, if the question be allowable, in 

love? Does he strive to be melancholy and gentleman-like?—Or is 

he merely overcome by the heat? (Hawthorne 193) 

Hawthorne limits the role of the narrator to a mortal process of description and 

speculation. However, because of his physical distance from the action, the narrator must 

rely on his own knowledge of human experience in order to interpret reliably the 

meanings of the actions. 

How various are the situations of the people covered by the roofs 

beneath me, and how diversified are the events at this moment 

befalling them! The new bom, the aged, the dying, the strong in 

life, and the recent dead, are in the chambers of these many 

mansions. The full of hope, the happy, the miserable, and the 

desperate, dwell together within the circle of my glance. 

(Hawthorne 196) 

Here Hawthome distinguishes between situation and event. For Hawthorne the event is 

the physical action which surrounds and engages individuals, while the situation is the 

state of being, both physical and emotional, of each individual, h is the latter which 

concerns Hawthome, for he acknowledges that with every action there is a corresponding 
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emorion. "The new bom, the aged, the dying, the strong in life" are all physical 

situations, while "the full of hope, the happy, the miserable, and the desperate" describes 

emotional situations. Hawthorne implies that there is a relationship between these states 

which shapes the physical actions, or events, of a story. The storyteller's understanding 

of a character's situation affects — even distorts — his interpretation of the character's 

behavior. In the sketch, Hawthorne's interpretation of the reasons behind the young 

man's behavior results not from his observation of his stride, but his knowledge of the 

overriding tension present in the hearts of the townsfolk. He relies heavily on this 

knowledge to justify his perceptions. 

Hawthorne witnesses action and interprets its meaning based on his knowledge of 

human nature. The result is what Peter Brooks calls "narrative desire." Through 

perception and interpretation Hawthorne creates a set of characters, and assigns them 

specific traits based on their actions. The reader assumes Hawthorne's interest in the 

characters: as the narrator's desire to know the outcome of the events grows, so, too, does 

the reader's interest. Through this desire, the narrator assumes a God-like authority over 

the text. His presentation of the narrative creates the illusion that he is in control of the 

situation and events which comprise the story. 

The presence of the storm, however, undercuts Hawthorne's authority. The storm 

arrives once Hawthome assumes his post above the town, and his role as narrator, and 

ceases when he returns to the ground. The storm erases the situations and events created 

by the narrator, suggesting that the tempest is a form of Icarian punishment; that by 

becoming a "watchman, all-heeding and unheeded," he has violated the distance imposed 
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by God. The narrator's position in the steeple exposes the fictional nature of his God-like 

qualities. Just as his physical separation from his subjects hinders his ability to know 

their material reality, his separation from heavenly spiritual knowledge undermines his 

ability to penetrate their souls. The imposing storm clouds and the final image of the 

rainbow serve as reminders that there is a higher presence that oversees even the mortal 

overseer, and it is this presence which the fulfillment of narrative desire impossible. 

Just as HaAMhome experiences narrative desire fi-om the steeple, the viewer of a 

Hopper painting feels an implicit imperative to "construct a narrative" for the painting 

(Strand 3). As we observe the man with his back to the viewer in Nighthawks, we feel 

compelled to construct a narrative around him: who is he? where is he from? where is he 

going? We are reminded of the two gangsters. Max and Al, anxiously awaiting the arrival 

of Swede in Hemingway's "The Killers." Could this man be waiting for the couple to 

leave so he can rob the diner? Of course he would be foolish, with such large windows 

exposing his every move, but the narrative potential exists, and the painting begs us to 

ponder the possibilities. This possibility for a narrative exists in many of Hopper's 

paintings, and like Hawthorne's narrator, we are compelled as viewers to construct 

narratives. The difficulty with Hopper's paintings, which I will consider here, is the 

placement of the viewer in relation to the painting. Mark Strand contends that Hopper's 

paintings "locate the viewer in a virtual space where the influence and availability of 

feeling predominate" (Strand xiv). This space creates a tension between "two 

imperatives - the one that urges us to continue and the other that compels us to stay" (3). 

But once inside a Hopper painting, we are unable to leave. Some paintings, such as 
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Nighthawks. Room in New York, or New York Office cast us as a flaneur, strolling about 

the city, casually observing our surroundings. Others cast us as a more engaged voyeur, 

as in Office in a Small Citv. Night Windows, or New York Restaurant. But the paintings 

I am considering bring us uncomfortably close, within the same space occupied by the 

subjects, thus compelling us, as the Spiritualized Paul Pry, to search into their hearts and 

know the mystery of their bosoms. These paintings include: Hotel by a Railroad. Hotel 

Window. Sunlight in a Cafeteria. New York Movie. Office in a Small Citv. Excursion 

into Philosophv. Summer in the Citv. and Sunlight on Brownstones. 

Hotel bv a Railroad is an example of an ongoing theme in many of Hopper's 

paintings; a theme Gail Levin describes as a "longing for places beyond the window" 

(Levin 49). These paintings depict a solitary subject gazing "longingly" out of a window. 

In most of these paintings, the point of view is from the side, so that the viewer sees both 

the window and the subject's face, usually in profile. By establishing the perspective in 

this way. Hopper places the viewer inside the room. While retaining the sense of 

intimate knowledge gained by such proximity, and by bringing the viewer into the room. 

Hopper prevents the viewer from becoming a voyeur, peering into the room. The viewer 

is more akin to Hawthorne's "spiritualized Paul Pry...hovering invisible round man and 

woman, witnessing their deeds, searching into their hearts, borrowing brightness from 

their felicity, and shade from their sorrow, and retaining no emotion peculiar to himself." 

In Hotel bv a Railroad both the man and the woman are in the light, with shadows around 

them. The man's face is illuminated by the sunlight coming in from outside, yet in the 

painting, his face contrasts with the shadowed wall. The woman is also in sunlight, but 
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located specifically in the trapezoid of light falling on the wall behind her. The man is 

staring out of the window in the direction of the train tracks, although the precise location 

of his glance is ambiguous. The tracks are a very small portion of the composition. In 

this they represent not the imperative but merely the possibility for escape. Presumably 

he is waiting for a train. If this is the case, though, the woman is not dressed to travel, 

and shows no indication that she will dress quickly. We are to assume she is not going 

anywhere. The window has no frame or glass, which would separate the individual from 

the world outside. 

The trapezoid of light on the left side of the painting draws our eye to the edge of 

the painting. On the other side, the sunlight on the limestone wall and the tracks draw 

our eyes to the opposite edge of the painting. The result is a framing of the scene, 

drawing our eyes back into the center. But in the center we find a dichotomy which is 

present in many of Hopper's paintings. Through the light and the position of the subjects 

in relation to each other, Hopper divides the painting into the world of domestic misery 

and the possibility of a world outside the frame of the painting. The geometry of the 

painting is balanced by the central figure of the man. Clearly the centrality of his figure 

suggests that he must choose between the woman and the tracks. Hopper, at one level, 

seems to stack the deck in favor of the woman, who is scantily dressed and bathed in 

sunlight. Indeed the decanter on the bureau reinforces her feminine shape. But it also 

reinforces her as a part of the confined space. Plus, the intensity of sunlight on the 

limestone wall, as well as the source of the light itself, seems to draw the man to the 

world outside the room. Nevertheless, our curiosity is drawn to the tracks and the point 
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outside the frame that has the man's attention. The blank wall across train tracks reflects 

the ambiguity of the man's destination. Implicit here is the statement that the traveling 

the man does is a means without an end, and that this moment in the hotel room is merely 

one of an infinite number of stops. 

Our placement within the frame of the painting compels us as the viewer to 

resolve the scene. There is, without a doubt, a significant degree of ambiguity as to the 

dynamics of the situation. We see only a moment in the lives of these two people. 

Nevertheless, our narrative desire urges us to construct a narrative around the scene, 

invoking a history as well as the resolution. In order to relieve the tension created by the 

dichotomy in the painting, we must construct and resolve the narrative plot. Following 

Peter Brooks' theory, we impose a framework upon this painting, utilizing both the 

formal elements in the painting and our own knowledge of human natiu-e. In that this 

framework liberates the tension in the painting, it limits the meaning within the painting. 

Ironically, this is analogous to the depiction of the Garden as an enclosed space. In that 

the hortus conclusus at once liberates and confines its subjects, so too are the subjects in 

Hopper's paintings liberated and confined within the framework of the narrative. 

In Hotel Window the woman is situated in the center of the frame, yet her glance 

is out the window and out of the frame of the picture. She is seated next to a large 

window through which we see the darkness of the city. The darkness through the 

window, combined with the even tones of the walls and floor and couch are in stark 

contrast to the woman, dressed in red. Upon initially viewing the painting we are drawn 

to the woman, and our eyes are fixed upon her as the central point. Indeed, Hopper has 
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framed the woman well, through the use of strong vertical lines in the forms of the 

curtains, wall on the near left side, and the lamp on the far right side. Unlike other 

Hoppers, in which our eyes follow an open trapezoid off the page, this one keeps our 

attention focused on the woman. However, prolonged viewing results in our desire to 

look off to the left side of the painting. This is because Hopper has created sharp angles 

"pointing" to the left, out the window. The sharp converging angles created by her hat, 

nose, and hand, combined with the more subtle angle of her jaw, breasts, the hem of her 

dress, and the object lying in the windowsill behind her, all point to a spot outside the 

window. Of course, while we are initially drawn to the solitary figure in red, we only 

later realize that the large trapezoidal window is drawing our attention out of the fi^me. 

While the trapezoid is closed on the side, and this closure is reinforced by the curtain, it is 

unresolved at the top of the frame. There is a small portion of the top of the window 

frame visible on the upper right side of the window, and this reinforces the movement off 

the page. 

Curiously, the woman is not looking directly out the window towards the 

darkness of the city. Her posture and dress with topcoat suggests that she is waiting for 

someone, who will take her out of this room. She waits inside the room, which protects 

her from the dark city, until she can be transported safely away. The use of light is 

similar to Nighthawks. in which the warmth and security inside is contrasted with the 

foreboding darkness outside. Who she is waiting for and where she will go remain a 

mystery. What we do know is her relative size in the picture, especially in relation to the 

large window, is offset by the brightness of her dress. In an effort to keep from being 
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swallowed up by the darkness of the city, the woman assumes the form of "being 

different," as Simmel puts it, "of standing out in a striking manner and thereby attracting 

attention" to herself, hi this case, the darkness outside serves as a metaphor for the muted 

uniformity of the metropolis. And her relatively small size in the painting reflects her 

relative insignificance in the city. Clearly her anticipated action is to attract the attention 

of someone who will take her away from this scene. 

Curiously, as we sit and observe the woman in the painting, we can't help but be 

reminded of Guy de Maupassant's story, "La Signe," in which a baroness, mirroring the 

gestures of her prostitute neighbor, inadvertently beckons a young man up to her 

apartment. Hopper's older woman, dressed in red and positioned near a large window, 

triggers us to construct a narrative not unlike Maupassant's. The woman's dress, like the 

red dress of the prostitute in Maupassant's story, functions in the city as a beacon to 

passing men. We have already confirmed that her glance out the window suggests that 

she is waiting for something, but she could be trying to make eye contact with a passing 

man. The flaneur, as he strolls down the sidewalk, easily would be attracted to the 

woman in the window. Hopper, however, forces an awareness of the fine distinction 

between "public" woman who is the socialite and the "public" woman who is the 

prostitute. While Freud believes that no distinction exists. Hopper's "public" women 

exhibit various degrees of sexuality, for while the red dresses wom by the women in 

Hopper's First Row Orchestra and Room in New York suggest social affluence, the red 

dress of the woman in Hotel Window suggests prostitution. The key difference is the 

presence of the male. Hopper often portrays the vuhierability of women through their 
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by men. We consider the woman in Intermission with pity because she is alone (and we 

label her as lonely). The fact that she is wearing a blue dress casts her as a wallflower, 

trying not to be noticed. The woman in Hotel Window, then, is clearly drawing attention 

to herself For the viewer this is inviting. While we view the woman in Intermission 

with a degree of self-consciousness, hoping we won't be caught spying, the woman in 

Hotel Window is a "public" woman who hopes to be seen. Indeed her foot is pointed in 

the direction of the viewer, which invites his attention. The anxiety for the viewer is a 

result of the sexual implications of being noticed by her. It's not unlike trying to avoid 

making eye-contact with a car salesman. Just like the Baronne, who became confiised 

when approached by the young man, we are caught between wanting to take a step 

forward and wanting to turn and leave the room. We sense a trap as we are caught 

between the warmth of the room and the woman and the darkness outside the window. 

The mitigating factor which prevents us from casting the woman in Hotel 

Window as a prostitute is her age and quality of dress. In association with these two 

characteristics she is more akin to the baroness than the prostitute, and the scene invokes 

the possibility of escape for her. Clearly she sits in anticipation, so we ponder the 

possibilities surrounding her next move. It is this possibility that Hopper incorporates in 

his paintings that feeds our desire to construct a narrative around the painting. 

In Sunlight in a Cafeteria, the main subject, the woman, is not staring out of the 

window, but the large window is an overwhelming presence in the scene, and seems to 

bear a significant impact on her mood. The large window allows an immense amount of 
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sunlight to enter the room, bathing her in sunlight. Yet the man seems to be in the 

shadows. Perhaps the man, through his gesture towards the woman, is aware of the 

sunlight falling on her. Yet she seems unaware of the sunlight falling on her. She is 

unaware of the spiritual world outside, or that there is a higher being governing the 

world. Instead she seems self-absorbed. In constructing the narrative of this painting, 

initially the woman appears lost in thought, while the man appears like he might be 

making conversation. His hand appears to be gesturing towards her. But the formal 

properties within this painting have an overwhelming influence on the narrative. A close 

examination of the subjects reveals that neither is looking at the other. The line of sight of 

the woman seems to follow a formal line created by the pattern of blue in her dress and 

the chairs in front of her. This line draws our focus upon the sah and pepper shakers on 

the table. The close proximity of the feminine-shaped pepper grinder, which bears the 

same color as the woman's hair, with the masculine salt shaker suggests the existence of 

the possibility of a couple. The woman recognizes the possibility of companionship in 

the form of complementary objects. 

On the other hand, the man's line of sight crosses the woman's and fixates on the 

plant in the window sill. This plant suggests the union of the masculine, sword-like plant 

with the feminine-shaped pot. The union the man envisions clearly is of a sexual nature, 

but the possibility of union is compromised by the proximity of the plant to the window, 

for just beyond this plant (following the man's line of sight) is the window and the world 

outside, with its possibility of freedom. This dichotomy is emphasized by the solitary salt 

shaker positioned close to the man, and the angle of the man's hand parallel to the 
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lightfall. This pattern draws the viewer's toward the window and the world outside. 

Here Hopper depicts how our identification with representations of forms often takes the 

place of our engagement with the actual object (in this case a woman). The revolving 

door, which is a similar color to her hair, is a symbol of her heart as a "revolving-door" 

through which men pass into and out of her life. For her, the altemative to the "couple" 

represented by the salt and pepper shakers is the revolving door behind her. He can leave 

through the revolving door just as easily as he entered it, and Hopper's use of colors 

suggests that the door and the woman are connected; that the possibility of fate 

represented by the door seems to be formally cormected with the individual. The title. 

Sunlight in a Cafeteria implies a public space, in which the woman could be surrounded 

by many people who she does not know. In spite of the crowded presence of the city, one 

often may feel isolated and withdrawn. Hopper's depiction of this feeling of isolation is 

often of solitary figures in a city apparently void of people. Hopper is not painting a 

world without people; he is painting people without companionship. Thus the lone 

woman, oblivious to the man gesturing towards her, is a representation of the feelings of 

isolation one often experiences in a crowded city. 

Like the large window in Sunlight in a Cafeteria, the movie screen in New York 

Movie represents an escape fr'om the confined world of the city. And like the woman in 

the cafeteria, the usher seems to be oblivious to this opportunity for transcendence. 

Indeed, the stairway leading up seems to be a metaphor which parallels the lightfalls in 

many of Hopper's paintings: their source is in the heavens. Hopper himself was an avid 

fan of both theater and cinema, and many of his paintings portray the theater. His interest 
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in the viewer and their engagement in the production is more often the subject of his 

"theater" paintings. New York Movie has been much-commented on as an example of 

Hopper's depiction of isolation in the city, expressed through the woman's appearance of 

loneliness. Perhaps at one time the promise of the movie fascinated her, but now it is old, 

having seen it several times, the dream has worn away. Even worse, like Dante's hell, 

she is destined to have to watch the same movie again and again, unable to escape. 

Unlike other paintings I'm considering. Office in a Small Citv gives the 

perspective from outside the window, but like the other paintings, the subject is looking 

out a window, and our angle of view is essentially the same: from the side. The viewer is 

farther from the subject, and outside, so with a wider angle of view, is able to see what 

the subject is looking at. Looking out the window as if he were staring at a movie screen, 

it appears that he is looking at the building across from his own. The top of the building 

across from his has a rooftop similar to that of Roofs of Washington Square in that both 

reveal an array of geometrical shapes which are the ventilation systems for the building. 

This is important for two reasons. First, the similarities suggest a relationship between 

the "small city" of this painting and the New York metropolis of Roofs of Washington 

Square, and that this relationship hints that there is not much difference between the 

small city and the large one. The man appears to be an architect, which draws our 

attention to the architecture in the painting. The building in which the man sits and the 

building towards which he is looking are different in their architecture. The building 

across the street represents an older style, while the building in the foreground, with its 

plain windows and stucco walls, represents the newer, impersonal style. This is 
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reinforced by the similar building visible through the window. The large, windowless 

building reinforces the plain, impersonal aspect of the modem metropolis. The man in 

this scene is dwarfed by his surroundings. He is small compared to the windows, and 

small behind his desk. His desk seems, almost, to extend beyond the window; outside the 

frame of the window. This emphasizes a recurring theme in Hopper's paintings: that not 

only are his subjects isolated from their surroundings, but they appear to be 

proportionately small in their surroundings. This seems to suggest man's relative 

insignificance in the metropolis. Man has indeed created a monster capable of 

swallowing him whole. As the man sits, trapped in the new building, he is reminded of 

the "golden age" of architecture through the building across the street. 

The desire to construct a narrative in Office in a Small Citv. stalls in this painting. 

The large windows juxtaposed with the equally large exterior forms seem to interrupt and 

negate the movement in the painting. Hopper has explicitly constructed a scene 

completely devoid of movement. The inability to construct a narrative of this scene at 

once frustrates the viewer and reminds the viewer of the impulse to resolve the scene. 

Hopper tells us that in the city the stagnancy cannot always be resolved. 

Mark Strand considers Excursion into Philosophy "a cartoon" whose "meaning 

falls on the man, the woman, and the book." The relationship of these three objects to 

each other forms the nucleus of the narrative of the painting (Strand 50). Strand's 

criticism is leveled not so much at the painting as on comments made by Hopper, critics, 

and the title of the painting. Hopper once commented that the man in the painting "has 

been reading Plato rather late in life," to which Strand replies, "I can't see what harm 
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Plato could do at any stage of one's life" (50), and considers that the mention of Plato 

might have been "deliberately misleading." To his consideration of the three primary 

elements in the painting - the man, the woman, and the book - as the nucleus of the 

narrative, I would add the lightfall which has imprinted itself on the floor. Actually, the 

subject of the book is irrelevant to the meaning of the story. It is a book, lying open, 

implying that it has recently been read. Behind the man is a woman, with her bottom 

exposed, presumably not recently "read." Herein lies the paradox: in our search for 

meaning, we often look to representations of life for answers (books, paintings, drama) 

and turn our back on the quite literal and often unmitigated answers staring at us in 

reality. At this point in Hopper's career, much was being made of his formalism [find a 

source], and while reading the formal elements in his paintings is not an erroneous mode 

of interpretation, here Hopper is poking ftm at the critics who study the trapezoid of light 

for meaning in his paintings. The comment by the painting is that there is a time and 

place for artistic appreciation and reflection, but not when a naked woman is lying next to 

you. 

Up to this point I have considered the presence of lightfall through the window as 

a sign of hope and salvation for the subject, who is seemingly trapped within the walls of 

the room. While the theme of entrapment continues in Summer in the City, it is the 

lightfalls which contribute to the sense of entrapment. This painting is very similar to 

Excursion into Philosophy, except that there is a great deal more symmetry in the 

painting, which balances the scene and renders it static. It is harder to "read" this 

painting because there is no sense of past or impending action. It is about endurance. It 
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is a moment frozen in time, but without the referents necessary to construct a narrative. 

Primarily the man and woman, who are disconnected, are surrounded by light. The 

painting is also bracketed by the city through the windows on either side of the image. 

The theme of the city as entrapping runs throughout Hopper, yet here it is rendered, 

ironically, as sunlit, rather than dark. The light seems only to highlight the blank and 

uninviting forms. Strand claims that these elements, combined with the "overall 

barrenness of the apartment all suggest imprisonment" (54). And unlike other paintings 

in which the sunlight offers the hope of salvation, this painting suggests that "the couple 

will be free of their mortal misery only when darkness falls" (54). 

Sunlight on Brownstones is one of Hopper's paintings that seems more akin to the 

surrealism of Magritte than the realism with which he is usually associated. This painting 

shows a sharp juxtaposition of the city and the wilderness. Realistically, the "wilderness" 

across the street may simply be the park. But the trees seem to possess an engulfing 

darkness which is kept at a distance by the road. It lies in stark contrast to the couple and 

the brownstone. Indeed, in this painting the sunlight is pointed directly onto the couple, 

whose facial features are eerily similar. The viewer's angle shows their profiles, causing 

the angular facial feati^es to point to the right. Their glance is directed outside the fi-ame. 

They are either actively engaged in looking at something, or they are passively staring off 

into the distance, perhaps into the light itself. The difference determines their 

relationship to each other in the painting. If they are actively looking at something, then 

something may have happened or have caught their eyes, and they have just glanced over 

to look at whatever it is. To interpret the painting this way suggests that they are looking 
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there is a disconnectedness between them, despite their close physical proximity. 

There is a parallel in the painting which might solve this puzzle. Across the street 

is the wilderness: a dark forest standing in stark contrast to the brightly lit brownstone. It 

reprints a different world, disconnected from the city brownstone, despite its close 

proximity. While the light accentuates the bold vertical lines of the building, the shadows 

contribute to the amorphous shape of the wilderness. The color contrast of the blue sky 

and the wilderness matches the color contrast of the man's vest and the woman's dress. 

This could suggest the disconnectedness of the couple to their urban environment, and 

that they are better suited (pardon the pun) to the wilderness, which by their glance they 

apparently long for. The notion of pastoral desire is strong in this painting, as the form of 

the wilderness, and what it has to offer is ambiguous. The couple's glance suggests the 

desire for the wilderness, yet the terror of the wilderness keeps them immobile. 

Liesbrock claims that the people in Hopper's paintings "always seem to be subject to an 

unseen force that restricts their movements and negates any real action" (Liesbrock 23). 

This "unseen force" seems to take a physical representation in the bold vertical lines of 

the brownstone. These lines seem to negate the horizontal direction of their glance, and 

the potential motion of the painting. 

Sunlight on Brownstones seems, in many ways, to be the quintessential Hopper 

painting. The juxtaposition of city and country, light and dark, movement and 

immobility, are present here, combined with the sense of the moment being transitory; 

that we have stumbled upon the scene both a little too soon and a little too late. It 
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represents, Baudelaire's terms, "the fugitive, fleeting beauty of present-day life" (40). 

The steps seem to invite the couple to descend and escape the scene, but the base of the 

steps is not visible, and the road, according to Vidler, contains "something of the original 

terror of the nomadic route" (Vidler 76). While the road seems to keep the wilderness at 

bay, it represents what Walter Benjamin calls the "monstrous ribbon of asphalt" leading 

to "endless wanderings" throughout the city (Benjamin 92). The imagery suggests that 

the wilderness across the street and the psychological wilderness engendered by the 

labyrinth of the city streets are one and the same. The first city was created by a nomad 

as a way to construct an ordered space in the wilderness. Yet the movement that 

engendered the city causes its infrastructure to become a tangled web, virtually 

impenetrable and inescapable. 

In many of Hopper's paintings, the subject is placed within an interior space. 

While this interior space may represent an organizing structure which protects the subject 

from the urban world outside the window, the presence of the window and the subjects' 

relationship to the window suggests that this interior space functions ironically, 

symbolically entrapping the subject. In terms of the Garden metaphor, this trope 

functions as an ironic form of hortus conclusus, in that the enclosed garden, designed to 

protect its inhabitants, in fact traps them. We recognize this desire for the world beyond 

the window as an expression of pastoral desire, in that the room becomes symbolic of the 

city and the world outside, the wilderness. But to recognize this pastoral desire relies on 

the viewer's ability to construct a narrative plot which will liberate the subject from the 

tension within the painting. And in so much of Hopper exists the possibility of a 
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narrative, which lies outside the picture frame. In so much as a garden is an organized 

structure imposed upon the landscape, the construction of a narrative fulfills our pastoral 

desire to impose an organizing structure upon the stagnant scene. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

PURSUING THE GOLDEN AGE IN RABBIT. RUN 

"All people who have a history have a paradise, a state of innocence, a golden age." 

Friederich Schiller 

"Nothing can bring back the hour of splendor in the grass, or glory in the flower." 

William Wordsworth 

While Hopper's paintings portray moments in between action, and rely upon the 

viewer to construct a narrative, John Updike's Rabbit novels, narrated in the present 

tense, portray a comparatively active journey on the part of his protagonist. Updike 

presents a protagonist who is on a quest, although a notably ambiguous one. Harry 

Angstrom's quest, which takes thirty years, is driven by an impulse which is not clearly 

defined in terms of place or object, but identifies a pastoral "Golden Age" as its source 

and destination. This form of pastoralism often is manifested in terms of the historical or 

personal past, most often childhood, but ultimately, through its inherent unattainability, it 

is located in a moment outside of history. Exemplary of this form of pastoralism is 

William Wordsworth's "Lines Composed a Few Miles Above Tintem Abbey": 

These beauteous forms, 

Through a long absence, have not been to me 

As is a landscape to a blind man's eye: 



49 

But oft, in lonely rooms, and 'mid the din 

Of towns and cities, I have owed to them 

In hours of weariness, sensations sweet. 

Felt in the blood, and felt along the heart; 

And passing even into my purer mind. 

With tranquil restoration:—feelings too 

Of uiu-emembered pleasure: such, perhaps. 

As have no slight or trivial influence 

On that best portion of a good man's life. 

His little, nameless, unremembered, acts 

Of kindness and of love. (23-35) 

Wordsworth celebrates a memory of childhood innocence distant both in time and 

geography. Nevertheless the two are inextricably entwined: the location, as a place 

associated with his childhood, is evocative of the innocence he experienced as a child. 

And it is the memory of this pastoral Golden Age from which Wordsworth discovers "a 

motion and a spirit, that impels all thinking things, all objects of all thought, and rolls 

through all things" (lines 100-102). John Updike draws upon this "motion and spirit" in 

his creation of Harry Angstrom. Indeed, as Updike's epigraph suggests, the "motions of 

grace" is the impulse behind Harry's behavior. This phrase seems to unify matter and 

spirit in the form of action. It attributes Harry's actions, specifically his impulse to run, 

to a divine source. In this way, Harry's impulsive search for grace is a form of the 
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pastoral, yet the lack of a clear definition (for Harry) perpetuates the search until his final 

day. 

The impulse, for Harry, is derived from the "compromised environment" in which 

he lives. "The fear of death, the fact of decay and the inevitable collapse into 

nothingness" (Tanner 275) permeates Rabbit. Run, and most notably the opening 

sequence of events leading to Harry's initial escape. This "inevitable collapse" is the 

result of what Tanner calls Updike's "entropic universe." Updike's world is one in which 

"things do, if not die, certainly change, wiggle, slide, retreat, and ... shuffle out of all 

identity" (Tanner 276), thus placing the Updike hero in a position of continual loss in 

which he must constantly struggle to hold onto his world around him. Updike's city is 

crumbling, wasting into Eliot's ash heaps, and the hero is reduced to trying to sustain life 

in a world void of it. For Harry, the decaying city is Brewer, Pennsylvania, and the 

suburb of Mt. Judge. By locating Harry in Brewer, Updike creates an environment that, 

like Mr. McGregor's garden, is full of life and growth. In contrast to Brewer are 

Philadelphia, which Harry hates as the "dirtiest city in the world" (Updike, Rabbit. Run. 

29), and Baltimore-Washington, "that two-headed monster" (Updike, Rabbit at Rest. 

437), both of which represent the entropic environment Harry is trying to avoid. But just 

as Harry's "flowerpot city" (Run. 27) of Brewer offers life and growth in contrast with 

the larger cities to the east, it does not offer the freedom Harry needs. Raymond 

Williams refers to description of Coketown in Charles Dickens' Hard Times in terms 

akin to Updike's "flowerpot city" of Brewer in Rabbit. Run. The connection to the Peter 

Rabbit story has been made often (see Rotundo, Updike) but to cormect Updike's city to 
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Dickens' seems to suggest a dystopic world. For as Roy Stager Jacques suggests, 

dystopia is "the negative reflection of the ideal society... [which] operates under the 

same rules of logic, of time and space that rule in Utopia" (30). This might suggest, in the 

context of Williams' discussion of Dickens, that Updike's Brewer is a dystopic world in 

which "things do, if not die, certainly change, wiggle, slide, retreat, and.. .shuffle out of 

all identity" (Tanner 276). To put it into Williams' terms, Updike's city represents "a 

rhetorical gesture of repressive uniformity" (153). Updike makes use of the confinement 

metaphor of the Peter Rabbit story, thus creating a compromised environment for his 

Rabbit. The city of Brewer is at once full of growth and decay, and the episode before 

Harry's escape juxtaposes these images. 

The ending of John Updike's Rabbit. Run recapitulates the themes of entropy and 

the "compromised environment" dealt with throughout the novel. But while Harry 

negotiates the edge of the city as he runs from Ruth, we are reminded of the ending of 

Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, in which Huck vows to "light out for the territory," to 

escape "sivilization." Allusions to the pastoral are clear in these two scenes, and 

especially in Rabbit, Run, for Harry's vision of the edge of the city recalls the edge of the 

garden, in which Adam and Eve were banished, "east of Eden." Standing at the edge of 

Brewer, Harry contemplates "how it will end": 

...with an empty baseball field, a dark factory, and then over a brook into 

a dirt road, he doesn't know. He pictures a huge vacant field of cinders 

and his heart goes hollow. (263) 
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The almost apocalyptic suggestion of decay and desertion are vivid in this description, 

with the alternative clearly worse than the compromised environment he is leaving. Yet 

the key to this image is Updike's use of the word "end." The sentence, "he sees how it 

will end," refers not only to the geographical end of the city, but also the spiritual and 

historical end of the city; the apocalyptic end of the city. Of course, this image of the 

field of cinders foreshadows the ending of Rabbit at Rest. The verb, "end" is key to 

understanding the novel. Not for the word itself, but for it's evocation of the idea that 

Harry is engaged in an activity which will have an ultimate conclusion. He is pursuing 

something which the novel never clearly defines. Indeed, there are moments throughout 

in which Harry seems to understand his desires, such as his golf game with Eccles, or 

when he is gardening for Mrs. Smith, but it is a quest, of sorts, which Updike takes thirty 

years to attempt to solve. In Rabbit. Run. Updike sets Harry running away from the 

entropy which surrounds him. 

The opening paragraph of Rabbit. Run is highlighted with images of life: boys 

playing basketball, moist March air and blue sky. These images are juxtaposed with the 

description of Harry wearing a business suit and smoking a cigarette, both symbols of 

adulthood, along with his pale face as an image of death. The combination of these 

images and symbols not only connects adulthood with death, but functions in sharp 

contrast to both the energy on the court and Harry's own energy. Yet Harry's energy is 

trapped inside his body, and the dying exterior gives his energy little room to move. 

Inside, Harry feels equal to the boys playing basketball, yet he senses, because of his 

appearance and age, his presence is unwelcome and out of place. Similarly, Harry senses 



the crowding one feels with age: "The kids keep coming, they keep crowding you up" 

(9). He is no longer a part of the inner circle of his own game, and even when they let 

him play the silence of the other boys excludes Harry from their own private codes; their 

game is not Harry's game, and this difference makes Harry feel older. Basketball was 

once Harry's life, and as Joyce Markle notes, Harry equates basketball with life because 

it has clearly defined obstacles and rewards (Markle 43). Not only did Harry enjoy his 

achievement on the court, resulting in approval by the fans and his coach, but also the 

off-court perks of his basketball success, namely his popularity at school and the 

immediate gratification he received from Mary Arm: 

He came to her a winner...she was the best of them because she brought 

the most too, so tired. Sometimes the shouting glare of the gym would 

darken..-into a shadowed anticipation of the careftil touchings that would 

come.. .So the two kinds of triumph were united in his mind. (184) 

This system of reward united, in Harry's mind, basketball and sex, each with a system of 

goals and challenges, but both with the ultimate outcome being victory. As a result, 

Harry simply extrapolated his success on the court into a belief that life functioned the 

same way. Nevertheless, this ease of success for Harry was the force which gave him his 

appetite for life as a youth, and as can be seen from the opening basketball game, as an 

adult, too. Harry comes away feeling elated and senses a new freshness in the air: 

Love makes the air tight. Things start anew; Rabbit tastes through the 

sour aflersmoke the fresh chance in the air, plucks the pack of cigarettes 
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from his bobbing shirt pocket, and without breaking stride cans it in 

somebody's open barrel. His upper lip nibbles back from his teeth in self-

pleasure. His big suede shoes skim in thumps above the skittering litter of 

alley gravel. (11-12) 

His light step, which evolves into a run, underscores the sense of self-victory he received 

from the game. The energy inside him is breaking free, and his tossing the cigarettes like 

a basketball shows his energetic, youthful being taking over the tired adult in the double-

breasted cocoa suit. Yet his energy also shows his eagerness to get home, where he 

hopes to be rewarded by Janice in the same way he was by Mary Ann. Unfortimately, 

Janice's pregnancy and drinking, both symbols of adulthood, make her unresponsive to 

Harry's enthusiasm, even though her captivation with the Mickey Mouse Club indicates 

that she, too is trying to recapture the Golden Age of her youth. Nevertheless, Janice's 

immaturity places Harry in the position of caretaker, with responsibilities he does not 

desire. Jimmy's proverb "Know Thyself gives Harry the key to break out of his role as 

adult and run back to the glory days of his youth where all he had to do was shoot baskets 

to be appreciated. 

On Harry's walk home from the basketball game, the surrounding environment 

underscores Harry's aging. He passes homes described as "small fortresses" (12), dark 

and inhospitable. Others are described as "scabby clapboards, once white," indicating 

that with age, the shine of their youth has been lost. This image of lost youth extends to 

the toy moldering beneath Harry's steps: 
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under them [the stairs] there is a cubbyhole of dirt where a lost toy 

molders. A plastic clown. He's seen it there all winter but he always 

thought some kid would be coming back for it. (12) 

The kid Harry always thought would come back for the toy is himself The toy functions 

as a symbol of his childhood, in which he was free of responsibility. But with the 

burdens of adult life, Harry's childhood has been unwillingly abandoned. The cubbyhole 

of dirt functions as a grave, and the toy molders as the decaying body of Harry's youth. 

Similarly, the description of Harry's apartment is that of a tomb: 

Rabbit pauses in the sunless vestibule, panting. Overhead, a daytime bulb 

bums dustily. Three tin mailboxes hang empty above a brown radiator. 

His downstairs neighbor's door across the hall is shut like a hurt face. 

There is that smell which is always the same but that he can never 

identify; sometimes it seems cabbage cooking, sometimes the furnace's 

rusty breath, sometimes something soft decaying in the walls. (12) 

The smell Harry carmot identify operates on three successive levels: the cabbage 

represents an unpleasant aspect of his childhood - his overprotective mother; the furnace 

evokes images of a warm life which has been chilled by adulthood; and the final identity 

of the smell represents Harry's conception of his own life. His soft, impressionable youth 

slowly decays behind the walls of his apartment. Ironically, Janice is behind these walls 

physically at that moment, and she, too, is decaying with age. The fact that his door is 

locked shows Harry's inability to realize at that moment how bleak his situation is. For 

although he is filled with excitement, "his hand trembles, pulsing with unusual exertion" 
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(12). This final obstacle to enter his own home serves as a warning that instead of a prize 

waiting behind the door, his reality is sitting in the armchair, half-drunk, watching the 

Mickey Mouse Club. Janice's final request for cigarettes is the final straw for Harry 

which causes him to flee. As symbols of adulthood, Harry threw away his cigarettes in 

an effort to recapture his lost youth. He sees Janice's request as a way of manipulating 

him into complicity with her adulthood, thus forcing him into becoming an adult himself 

Thus, as Tanner notes, Harry's world is a "compromised environment." marked 

by death and decay. Harry's glory days were in high school, and he has been 

unsuccessful in transferring his basketball talents into the real world. As a result. Rabbit 

Angstrom, the star basketball player, is dead, for his records have long since been broken, 

and he is not even recognized by the kids. Likewise, as readers we only know of Harry's 

success through his memories, and the Harry Angstrom we know is not that same person. 

However, Harry's desire is still within him, and as his heart will do thirty years later, his 

desire for success is about to burst inside him. Yet, like the city of Brewer and the 

problems of adult life, his own body as it ages is begirming to confine his desire within its 

shell. Harry sees that the only way to escape this feeling of confinement is to leave 

everything entirely in pursuit of a new environment. This pastoral impulse gives Harry a 

"freedom into which the clutter of the world has been vaporized by the simple trigger of 

his decision". Immediately Harry blends in with the traffic "like sticks in a stream" 

moving passively and uncontrollably away from Brewer. At this point his goal is simply 

to get away from Brewer, but his destination has not been set and he is almost forced to 

take the route to Philadelphia. Although the traffic moves smoothly, the faster Harry 
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drives, the more complex is his feeling of confinement: "He accelerates. The growing 

complexity of lights threatens him. He is being drawn into Philadelphia" (28). 

Ironically, it is the ease with which Harry moves that causes him to be sucked into 

another trap. He does not have a destination, and rejects the farmer's advice, "'The only 

way to get somewhere, you know, is to figure out where you're going before you get 

there'" (32). Impulse guides Harry on his journey, and Updike's naturalism combines 

this fluid movement toward an unwanted place with Harry's hypnosis by the music on the 

radio, which in turn causes his mind to wander and reflect upon the people he is leaving 

behind. These visions are stained with death and decay: while the thought of dinner is a 

positive image, the thought of Janice cooking causes Harry to focus on the life being 

steamed out of the vegetables, just as it is being steamed out of him. Harry's desperate 

search for a pleasant thought ultimately leads him to reminisce about his sister, Mim. 

However, even these thoughts are a trap because they are of a time Harry will never 

relive, and they exist only as a memory for him. And every effort Harry makes to shift 

his thoughts onto something pleasant brings forth another image of the trap he cannot 

avoid. 

Harry soon realizes that he is not escaping anything. The road, which originally 

provided him with fluid mobility, soon "begins to feel like a part of the same trap." 

Again he reacts on instinct, following a memory, route 23, which Harry considers "a 

good number." But, in fact, "trees overshadow this narrower road," just as the larger 

realities of his adult life overshadow his memories of youth. As Harry drives farther, the 

environment is described as a "thickening night" with "the edges crumbling in and the 
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woods on either side crowding down" (37). Note Updike's play on the word "night," 

here, associating the night with the "net." The scene is reminiscent of Hopper's Gas, in 

which the road leading out of the gas station is swallowed by the engulfing vegetation. 

As Mark Strand suggests, "the shadowy woods seem poised, ready to absorb the viewer 

as well as whoever happens to be traveling down the road between them and the gas 

station" (Strand 14). The "net" that Harry eventually gets trapped in conveys "the 

impossibility of our escaping what seems like our mortal destiny" (Strand 15). It is 

essential for him to get as far south as he can before he is overcome with guilt and 

changes his mind, but his motion is retarded by the slow movement he feels at night. 

Ironically, it is his lack of awareness of where he is which creates this illusion of a net 

upon him. Harry is struggling between his impulse to tiun "blindly south" and his need 

to follow the map. In a sense, his naturalistic tendencies reflect the psychic dichotomy 

which caused Rabbit to flee in the first place. He is driven by his youthful desire to 

escape adulthood, but he is enough of an adult to be restricted by his guilt. 

The struggle Harry feels between youth and age is reflected in the clientele of the 

roadside cafe. Harry feels out of place among the young men and girls in the booth and 

the middle-aged couples at the counter because he is essentially in-between both these 

groups, socially. He is neither of the middle-aged couples he is trying to avoid nor the 

single youth he wants to be a part of Updike's use of color and temperature images 

highlights this distinction, for the youth are accented with orange and gold barrettes, 

while the adults are dressed in overcoats, drinking gray ice-cream, implying a cold 

disposition which comes with age. In a similar sense, Updike contrasts the episode with 
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the farmer Harry first encounters at the hardware store with the young Amoco attendant 

farther south. The farmer, a middle-aged man, has an air of one who has seen the world 

pass through and is not startled by Harry's behavior. At the same time, his response to 

Harry's request for direction, '"Son, where do you want to go?'"(30) indicates a paternal 

sincerity towards Harry, which is later followed by his much commented-on advice, 

"'The only way to get somewhere, you know, is to figure out where you're going before 

you go there.'" For Harry, the combination of unwanted advice laced with the odor of 

whiskey, are symbols of the adulthood which he is trying to escape. Because Harry does 

not drink, alcohol is definitely associated with adulthood, and Harry's comment, 

"Everybody who tells you how to act has whiskey on their breath," reflects his desire to 

escape from the adult world of Janice and his parents, who are constantly drinking and 

telling him what to do. When Harry pulls up to this station, he is in good spirits. But the 

unwanted advice in place of a needed map puts Harry in a bad mood. In contrast, when 

Harry pulls into the Amoco station he feels confused, but after obtaining a map with no 

exchange with the attendant, his spirits are renewed. His uplifted spirits are mostly 

associated with the "young but tall colored boy" whom he associates with as the young 

basketball player he once was. The warm air combined with the irmocent youth of the 

attendant serve to lift Harry's spirits and push him farther south. 

Harry eventually accepts the advice of the farmer, but the tension grows inside 

him between his decision to bear west and avoid Baltimore-Washington and his 

animalistic impulse to turn directly south. Ironically, his rejection of instinct leads him 

down the wrong road, eventually causing him to return to Brewer. Because Harry 
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primarily operates on instinct and not logical thought, the impulse which caused Harry to 

run initially, cannot later be replaced by the logic the farmer prescribes. Order cannot be 

imposed upon impulsive desire. But Harry's decision to follow the old man's advice 

simultaneously shows both his attachment to adult logic and his lack of confidence in his 

own instinct. 

The point at which Harry rethinks his course comes in the form of an Edenic 

paradise known as Lover's Lane. However this garden takes on an ironic dimension in 

form of Updike's prose, which is injected with the language of burial and decay: 

The road is broad and confident for miles, but there is a sudden patched 

stretch, and after that it climbs and narrows. Narrows not so much by plan 

as naturally, the edges crumbling in and the woods on either side crowding 

down. The road twists more and more wildly in its struggle to gain height 

and then without warning sheds its skin of asphalt and worms on in the 

dirt. (37-38, my italics) 

In this description, Updike places a clear ironic twist on the hortus conclusus theme. For 

Harry, the remote isolation of Lover's Lane becomes something akin to a grave. The 

view is from a body being buried, first of the lowering of the casket and filling of the 

grave and then the decaying of the body by the worms and other insects. To point out 

this image suggests that Updike is using the metaphors of burial and decay to characterize 

Harry's general sense of fear and uncertainty. Echoing the description of Harry's 

apartment, this road of horror is a metaphor of Harry's life. The irony of the park at the 

end of Lover's Lane recapitulates the version of pastoralism that championed the garden 
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as a sanctuary from the wilderness of the city. The planned space of the park reflects the 

map Harry is trying to decipher, but his abrupt "escape" from this park reflects his 

perpetual feeling of entrapment. 

The revelation offered by the Lovers' Lane causes Harry to rethink his course. 

Upon trying to chart his position, the map becomes "a net he is somewhere caught in" 

(39), and Harry shreds it in a fit of anger. He blames the farmer for his advice and knows 

that had he followed his own instinct he would be in South Carolina by now. His 

inability to follow the map suggests that at his most basic level Harry is a man of instinct, 

rather than a logical thinker. Instinctively he turns north onto the highway, and without 

any map to follow, uses the signs along the road guide him home. 

The ending of John Updike's Rabbit, Run recapitulates the themes of entropy and 

the "compromised environment" dealt with throughout the novel. But while Harry 

negotiates the edge of the city as he runs from Ruth, we are reminded of the ending of 

Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, in which Huck vows to "light out for the territory," to 

escape "sivilization." Allusions to the pastoral are clear in these two scenes, and 

especially in Rabbit. Run, for Harry's vision of the edge of the city recalls the edge of the 

garden, in which Adam and Eve were banished, "east of Eden." Standing at the edge of 

Brewer, Harry contemplates "how it will end": 

.. .with an empty baseball field, a dark factory, and then over a brook into 

a dirt road, he doesn't know. He pictures a huge vacant field of cinders 

and his heart goes hollow. (263) 
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The almost apocalyptic suggestion of decay and desertion are vivid in this description, 

with the alternative clearly worse than the compromised environment he is leaving. Yet 

the key to this image is Updike's use of the word "end." The sentence, "he sees how it 

will end," refers not only to the geographical end of the city, but also the spiritual and 

historical end of the city; the apocalyptic end of the city. Of course, this image of the 

field of cinders foreshadows the ending of Rabbit at Rest. The verb, "end" is key to 

understanding the novel. Not for the word itself, but for it's evocation of the idea that 

Harry is engaged in an activity which will have an ultimate conclusion. He is pursuing 

something which the novel never clearly defines. Indeed, there are moments throughout 

in which Harry seems to understand his desires, such as his golf game with Eccles, or 

when he is gardening for Mrs. Smith, but it is a quest, of sorts, which Updike takes thirty 

years to attempt to solve. In Rabbit, Run. Updike sets Harry running away from the 

entropy which surrounds him. 

With the images of death and decay and the feeling of confinement so 

overwhelming in the environment into which Harry escapes, like Peter Rabbit, he has no 

choice but to run back home. While his adult life in Brewer is oppressive, he is at least 

familiar and feels comfortable within it. Harry has not matured enough to face the 

foreign complexities of the world outside Brewer, and now that he sees what it has to 

offer knows he is not ready to make a complete break into the outside world. However, 

the images of death and decay remain, and Updike develops this theme in different ways 

in the next three novels, culminating in the final physical death of Harry Angstrom. 
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In Rabbit at Rest Updike uses motifs from previous Rabbit novels to foreshadow 

Harry's own death. From the first sentence Harry is contemplating his own impending 

death: 

Standing amid the tan, excited post-Christmas crowd at the Southwest 

Florida Regional Airport, Rabbit Angstrom has a fuimy sudden feeling 

that what he has come to meet, what's floating unseen about to land, is not 

his son Nelson and daughter-in-law Pru and their two children but 

something more ominous and intimately his: his own death, shaped 

vaguely like an airplane. (Rest 3) 

Updike's use of duality is in full operation here, with, at one level, Harry's death being 

represented by the arrival of Nelson: "facing Nelson has made him feel uneasy for thirty 

years" (3). Nelson, who has taken over Harry's position as sales manager at Springer 

Motors, is forcing Harry to take a back seat in the family, since Janice is now actually in 

charge of the business and has chosen Nelson over Harry. Thus Harry's importance in 

the world has been reduced to a level at which his life or death is relatively unimportant 

to those around him, even though he continually reminds everyone that half the house is 

in his name. On another, metaphysical level, Harry's identification with the airplane as a 

symbol of death foreshadows his own death at the end of the novel. 

As Harry contemplates this association of his own death with the airplane, his 

mind reflects upon the continual notice of death in the newspapers; the most notable 

being Pan Am Flight 103. Updike's description of this crash echoes Harry's final heart 

attack: 
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...Pan Am Flight 103 ripping open like a rotten melon five miles above 

Scotland and dropping all those bodies and flaming wreckage all over the 

golf course and the streets of this little town like Glockamorra, what was 

its real name. Lockerbie. (8, my italics) 

Up he goes, way up toward the torn clouds. His torso is ripped by a 

terrific pain, elbow to elbow. He bursts from within; he feels something 

immense persistently fumble at him, and falls unconsciously to the dirt. 

(506, my italics) 

The "ripping" of Harry's torso and of the aircraft, both from within, indicates that Harry's 

lunge toward the sky reflects his Icarian desire for flight. Diane Bowman notes that the 

American Icarus "is an uncommitted, underachieving male whose early youth has been 

marked by alternating periods of effortless achievement and nagging self-doubt" 

(Bowman 11). Harry clearly fits this definition, as well as the classical myth; 

.. -the youth attempts to break free of the earth; intent on self-gratification 

and overestimating his fiery, masculine symbol - the sim; and he fails 

back into the sea, earth's watery element, feminine symbol of change and 

rebirth. (Bowman 10) 

The myth is present in Rabbit. Run, with Harry returning to Ruth as the mother figure. 

While the Icarian flight in Rabbit, Run is primarily horizontal, and in Rabbit Redux, with 

the presence of the lunar shuttle, primarily vertical flight, in Rabbit at Rest both the 

horizontal and vertical modes of flight are employed by Updike: horizontal in Harry's 
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resumed escape to Florida, and vertical in the final basketball game. In Rabbit Redux 

Harry and the rest of the nation were absorbed by the lunar landing. Indeed the lunar 

module functioned as a symbol of hope for a new world, and the world looked up to the 

sky for this chance of a new life. However, twenty years later that dream is shattered by 

the crash of Flight 103. The ease of air travel in America makes an air disaster much 

closer to people's lives, and by using an airplane as a symbol of death, Updike is showing 

how air travel brings us closer to God - a kind of Icarian ascent - but ultimately leads to 

our death. And in fact, throughout this novel the sky is full of disaster. There is almost 

an unexplained force retuming us to earth, and this mysterious force plays a parallel role 

to Harry's death in the form of Hurricane Hugo. 

While Harry's initial drive South was full of indecision on his part, his escape in 

the final chapter of Rabbit at Rest, although impulsive, is done in "decisive haste" (435). 

Harry appears to regress into the same behavior he exhibited thirty years before, but in 

fact he is acting on a revelation rather than desire. Janice's demand, "You get right over 

here and help undo some of the damage you've done for once in your life" (435), alerts 

Harry to the fact that for the past thirty years he has been living passively, responding to 

the external circumstances around him, but never in control of his own life. Likewise, he 

is not even in control of his own home and finances. Janice has become more of a 

mother to Harry with his condition and the death of her mother, and has assumed 

responsibility for Springer Motors and the potential sale of their house. Harry realizes 

the position he has been relegated to in the family and sees Janice's demand as both a 

punishment for himself and an absolution for Nelson, who Harry now views as a rival for 
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Janice's affections. Consequently, Harry's escape marks a new beginning for Harry, as 

he is abandons the role as child to Janice, and instead of heading south in an effort to 

recapture his youth, he now prepares to face death. 

Throughout the entire trip, Updike has Harry reminisce upon his life, most 

notably connecting this trip with the one thirty years prior. This self-reflection by Harry 

is necessary for him to reconcile his past with his present situation. Before he can start a 

new life, or die, he must come to terms with all the events in his life which have 

precipitated his current action. Not unlike Barth's Todd Andrews, who reviews his own 

life in an effort to come to terms with it before committing suicide, Harry must 

understand his own life before he can reject it in pursuit of another. The problem for 

Harry is that he is not willfully reminiscing, but his memories are evoked by current 

events in his life and the "external circumstances" around him. The incident in which 

Harry is asked for a cigarette and replies, "Haven't smoked in thirty years" (455) at once 

evokes in Harry the memory of the time when he quit smoking and, for the reader, 

connects the situation in Rest with the event in Run. So not only is Harry reviewing his 

life, but the reader, provided he has read the tetralogy, is reminiscing along with Harry, 

and reviewing his own relationship with Harry. Harry's own comment, "he doesn't 

regret the life he led" (451), is clearly ironic. Harry may believe, upon reminiscing, that 

this is the case, but the mind tends to remember the pleasant and block out the unpleasant 

events, so Harry's memories will offer him a portrait of a good life. However, the irony 

lies in the fact that Harry has chosen to reject his old life - the "pathetic somebody" - in 

search of a new life, the one he wanted thirty years ago. It is the pastoral impulse which 
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is driving his search, but it is not a search for a place. It is that dimension of pastoralism 

which evokes a pastoral "golden age," which lies outside of history, hideed, Harry is not 

trying to recapture his life of thirty years ago; he is trying to capture a life which never 

existed, but one he desired thirty years ago. This form of pastoralism may appear to 

emphasize the past as being better than the present, but in practice the golden age is a 

fiction set in the past, outside of the physical boundaries. It is, in essence, the future 

desired at some point in the past. But because he has not found this new life yet, he must 

rest satisfied with his past. Upon his visit with the doctor, and realizing Janice is not 

coming, Harry changes his habits, and proceeds with his new life. In the end he is 

satisfied only because he won the basketball game. 

hi Rest, while taking his walk, Harry stumbles upon a neighborhood which 

reminds him of his childhood neighborhood in Mt. Judge. However, it more accurately 

reflects the current state of Harry's childhood neighborhood: 

He discovers, some blocks back from the beachfront and the green glass 

hotels, old neighborhoods where shadowy big spicy gentle trees, live oaks 

and gums and an occasional banyan widening out on its crutches, 

overhang wooden houses once painted white but flaking down to gray 

bareness, with louvered windows and roofs of corrugated tin. ...The 

sidewalks are unpaved, small paths such as cats make have been worn 

diagonally between the trees, in and out of private property, the parched 

grass growing in patches, packed dirt littered with pods and nuts. (Rest 

477) 
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With the flaking paint, unpaved sidewalks and corrugated tin roofs (indicating the 

original roof has deteriorated), the outward appearance of the neighborhood is dead. The 

period of time this neighborhood reminds Harry of, the "days of Depression and distant 

war" (477), is a period of history marked by death abroad and suicide at home. Yet from 

inside these houses Harry hears music and voices, and upon passing the "old-fashioned 

variety store" Harry sees "all sorts of innocent things - erector sets, model airplane kits, 

Chinese-checker boards and marbles" (478), which indicate life existing within these 

dead walls. Harry is fascinated by this neighborhood not only because it reminds him of 

his childhood, "when in whispering knickers he would move through Mt. Judge unseen, 

no taller than a privet hedge, trying to grasp the unspeakable adult meaning of the lit 

windows, of the kitchen noises filtering across the yards mysterious and damp as jungles" 

(478-9), but more importantly Harry sees life emerge from within a dead exterior reflect 

his own physical condition; his own desire to break out of his dying body and recapture 

what little life there is left for him parallels the struggles of this neighborhood to stay 

alive. 

These black neighborhoods are described as "a vast economic marsh left over 

from Deleon's Southern past" (478). The foundation of Deleon's economic past was 

slavery, and like a marsh, in which things do not grow but simply exist, the economy of 

these neighborhoods does not grow. For these people keep Deleon and its retired citizens 

alive, yet as individuals are still slaves in its economic growth. Their lives are sucked out 

by the white middle class, and never given the opportunity to pursue their desires. 

Updike's description of nightfall reflects the life/death dichotomy of this neighborhood 
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through his use of shadows and darkness, which causes the chickens to cease their 

clucking and the music to intensify. The approaching darkness at the end of the day 

reflects both the physical end of daylight and the return of the workers to the 

neighborhood. As the darkness returns, the chickens, traditional symbols of life, cease 

their activity. Thus the darkness is a metaphor for death extinguishing life, and the 

growing intensity of the music is an effort to keep death from entering their homes. 

For Harry, who enjoys the nostalgia of this neighborhood, the mystery of the 

blacks' way of life makes him fearful. He recalls what happened to his childhood Mt. 

Judge and Brewer, which since the stores shut down and the blacks moved in, have 

deteriorated to strips of pornographic shops. And he remembers Skeeter, who caused 

Jill's death, and was later killed himself while acting as a messiah. To Harry, blacks 

seem to bring death and decay with them, and his fear to enter the store because he is too 

white, and feeling conspicuous as his "whiteness begins to glimmer" (479) reflects his 

desire to remain innocent of the death he fears they embody. Ironically, when tempted by 

basketball, his fear slowly disappears as his confidence grows. Basketball gave his 

adolescence meaning, and gave him the grace towards which he has strived his entire 

adult life. If there is any element within Harry in which he excels, it is basketball. In this 

scene we see the dichotomy between the spirit within him which keeps him going, and 

the tired body which confines and restricts his movement. 

The recreation field and sequence of basketball games function as the vehicle for 

Harry's death. The field is described as "a wide tan emptiness" (486), and, scattered with 

the black boys, whose complexions are "matte," or ashen, strongly resembles the field of 
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cinders Harry feared in Rabbit. Run: "He pictures a huge vacant field of cinders and his 

heart goes hollow" (Run 283). For Harry, this vision was, upon contemplating which 

way to run, his idea of how life would end, "with an empty baseball field" not unlike the 

one on the recreation field in Deleon. Additionally, the Latin above the entrance to the 

abandoned school recalls the entrance into Dante's Hell. Indeed the environment 

surrounding the field, with its late summer heat and humidity, is very much an inferno 

itself. However, the juxtaposition of the field and school suggests that the basketball 

court rests at the gates of Hell, thus making the recreation field a kind of Purgatory for 

Harry, where his abilities will be tested and judged by these angels of death, represented 

by the young black boys. 

The first of the three basketball games Harry encounters functions in direct 

contrast to the opening scene in Rabbit. Run. The primary common denominator is the 

six boys, except this time they are black, which represents how Harry acknowledges that 

blacks have taken over his game, and echoes his feelings that blacks have completely 

taken over his childhood. Also, both games are on makeshift courts (gravel and dirt) out 

of the way of the adults. Yet there are notable contrasts. In Rabbit. Run Harry thinks, 

"The kids keep coming, they keep crowding you up" (Run 9), while in Rest he "is happy 

to think that the world isn't yet too crowded to have a few of these underused pockets 

left" (Rest 437). Harry no longer sees young players as the threat he did thirty years ago; 

he has accepted the fact he has been replaced. Because of the dominance of the blacks in 

basketball, the game has changed significantly, and it is no longer Harry's game. And his 

desire to play stems from a desire to put new life into his body rather than show off his 
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abilities to the kids. As a result, Harry chooses to watch rather than participate, whereas 

thirty years earlier he would have dominated the game. Metaphorically, Harry fears the 

environment of the vacant field and knows he does not belong there, but is drawn towards 

it by the basketball game. The first time he is able to resist the temptation completely. 

However, the second time he gives in and chooses to confront the angels of death by 

playing their game. By returning "in a kind of trance" (490), Updike suggests that Harry 

is acting out of instinct, without any control over his actions; he was inspired by the first 

game enough to resurrect within himself his old desire. And Harry does well enough in 

the second encounter, finding "a ghost of his old touch" (492), to begin to dominate and 

feel even more the desire to win. It is this desire which brings him back the third and 

final time. As long as Harry loses he is able to escape fi-om the Purgatory, but his desire 

to win takes control over him, and by giving into this desire he fully extinguishes the 

"pathetic somebody" of the past thirty years. Unfortunately Harry's body houses that old 

self, and cannot accommodate Harry's new desires. 

When Harry first encounters Tiger, he is a solitary figure on the court, and his 

initial presence suggests that he is waiting for Harry: 

At the recreation field beyond the empty ochre high school, a lone tall boy 

in denim cutoffs is shooting baskets by himself.... Sitting on the bench, at 

the opposite end of a small red knapsack the boy has evidently lef^ there. 

Rabbit watches him a good while, while the sun shines and the glassy 

wind blows and passing clouds dip the dirt field and the surrounding frame 
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houses in shadow. The houses have the colors of sun-faded wash and 

seem remote and silent. You don't see people going in and out. (502) 

The setting, reminiscent of when a street was cleared for a shootout, deliberately focuses 

on the impending event, and suggests the rest of the world is at a standstill. Literally, 

Tiger is a drug dealer responding to information the three kids Harry played with the day 

before gave him about a strange white man hanging around. On a symbolic level, though 

the three kids are messengers for this older boy who could be a black messiah figure. 

The red, white and blue ball Tiger has recalls Harry's American flag decal he displayed 

in his car window in Rabbit Redux. These colors on the basketball identify Harry's 

patriotism twenty years before, when he was confronted with Skeeter, who claimed 

himself to be the black messiah. Tiger therefore represents the black messiah Skeeter 

was talking about. A messiah Harry saw as evil. The conflict between Harry and Skeeter 

was never resolved, but now he has returned to challenge Harry at his own game, giving 

Harry the chance to defeat him, knowing full well that Harry will give in to his desires 

and defeat himself 

The actual playing of this final game is also suggestive of a spiritual 

confrontation. The way Tiger lets Harry dominate at first, but then "begins to exploit his 

opponent's slowness more cruelly" (504), reveals his intentions to draw Harry into a trap 

where he will push himself to death. Indeed, as Tiger presses, "Rabbit kicks himself up a 

notch, feeling his breath come harder, through a narrower passage" (504). Harry's 

energy comes from the sky which he continually looks to for help. However, when Harry 

stares straight into the sun, he is momentarily reminded of his mortality. Clearly Updike 
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is using the Icarus myth again here to portray Harry's final fall. Although Harry tries to 

reach the sun, his "clumsy wings" (505) attached to his old body are not enough to propel 

him. It is not until Harry makes one final attempt to "kiss" the hoop, which as a circle is 

a symbol of eternity, that Harry is physically defeated. However his defeat is the result of 

his spiritual victory. Updike juxtaposes Harry with the sun: "Seen from above.. .Harry is 

as alone on the court as the sun in the sky, in its arena of clouds" (506-7). Updike 

suggests that Harry has spiritually ascended to Heaven through his final victory over 

Tiger's false messiah. By giving into temptation and achieving victory Harry was forced 

to surrender his life, but managed to escape the ochre-brick gates of Hell. 

Harry's final thoughts, "enough. Maybe. Enough" (512), show that Harry is as 

ambivalent about death as he was about life. Yet he rests satisfied knowing that he 

accomplished what he set out to do thirty years before: to break out of the spiritual 

confinement of his adult life in Brewer and recapture his success on the basketball court. 

It was not possible for Harry in Rabbit. Run, but after thirty years of experiences and 

growth he is able to make this run without a map and without his reckless instincts. In 

Rabbit. Run Harry lacked the self-confidence to make any decisions on his own because 

he always depended on a mother figure to make them for him. But even though his 

rejection of Janice's demand to "get right over here and help undo some of the damage 

[he's] done for once in [his] life"(435) echoes his rejection of her request for cigarettes in 

Run. Harry's rejection of Mrs. Zabritski as the surrogate mother-figure shows Harry has 

rejected his old life and assumed a new one. Harry's ability to hold onto that feeling of 

grace he experienced on the basketball court in high school has given him the ability to 
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keep his entropic environment from infecting his spirit. However, while his spirit is 

strong, Harry is unable to ward off the effects of age, and his deteriorating body becomes 

an entropic world, closing in upon him. Ultimately, like Icarus, his own mortality brings 

him down to earth. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

THE PASTORAL MOMENT AS ART IN WOODY ALLEN'S MANHATTAN 

"You know how you're always trying to get things to come out perfect in art because it is 

so difficult in life." Alvy Singer in Annie Hall 

"All men are in some degree impressed by the face of the world; some men even to 

delight. This love of beauty is Taste. Others have the same love in such excess, that, not 

content with admiring, they seek to embody it in new forms. The creation of beauty is 

Art." Ralph Waldo Emerson, Nature 

What is the purpose of art? According to Emerson, "the production of a work of 

art throws a light upon the mystery of humanity" (Emerson 16). It is "an abstract.. .of the 

world," and the "expression of nature, in miniature" (17). For Emerson, nature provided 

the origin of truth. And beauty is the common denominator among all works of nature. 

Thus the presence of beauty at once simplifies the complexity of nature, yet also signifies 

its presence. To appreciate beauty, and consequently, nature, man has created art. 

According to Paul Patterson, beauty creates in the viewer a yearning for nature which is 

best characterized by the German word, sehnsucht, although this wistful longing is in fact 

a desire for beauty which can never be met (Patterson 1). It is, thus, a form of pastoral 

desire. And like pastoral desire, the desire for beauty must be spontaneous. This 

spontaneity gives birth to art. The artistic conception of the pastoral often reflects 
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Jeffersonian pastoralism. such as in the art of Grant Wood. But in so far as this 

conception of pastoralism reflects the truths of nature, the pastoral impulse, which weds 

the mind with nature, creates a pastoral moment in time. This moment is often expressed 

as the first sight of beauty, or upon one's initial viewing of a work of art. And for the 

artist, this moment could form the seed of his artistic conception. 

As a manifestation of the sehnsucht, art allows the viewer the means by which he 

can appreciate beauty and understand the truths of nature. In modem terms, nature is not 

limited to the sylvan wilderness of the North American continent. Woody Allen's 

Manhattan shows man in pursuit of the pastoral form expressed as the golden age, an 

ideal state when life was less complex and overburdened by the complexities of 

civilization. This form of the pastoral is not a place, but an idea, or even a condition, in 

which one is able to simplify the complexities of modem life. 

Manhattan opens with a montage of images of New York City, combined with the 

voice of Isaac Davis as he attempts to begin his novel: 

"Chapter One. He adored New York City. He idolized it all out of 

proportion." Uh, no, make that: "He—he.. .romanticized it all out of 

proportion. Now.. .to him.. .no matter what the season was, this was still a 

town that existed in black and white and pulsated to the great tunes of 

George Gershwin." Ahhh, now let me start this over. "Chapter One. He 

was too romantic about Manhattan as he was about everything else." (181) 

With this Isaac continues to start and stop as more images of New York City are 

projected upon the screen. In Some Versions of Pastoral William Empson states that "the 
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essential trick of the old pastoral.. .was to make simple people express strong feelings 

(felt as the most universal subject, something fundamentally true about everybody) in 

learned and fashionable language (so that you wrote about the best subject in the best 

way)" (11). Indeed, Isaac is trying to write about the best subject (New York City) in the 

best way. Here we hear Isaac trying to get it right; trying to find just the right metaphor 

to reify the city. And the struggle he has reflects the fact that the city is too complex to 

be distilled into a single metaphor. As I noted above, the complexity of nature 

necessitates the simplicity of beauty. And transcendentalist literature, according to 

Lawrence Buell, "is constantly trying, failing, and trying again to balance and reconcile 

the external world with the world of the imagination" (144). As his various attempts at 

finding the right metaphor imply, the city offers itself in several versions to its 

inhabitants. Indeed there are several versions of the city present in the mind of Isaac 

Davis. Yet his desire to romanticize the city is clear. And it sets up the key problem in 

the movie. Isaac Davis is a romantic, who, though he recognizes the city as "a metaphor 

for the decay of contemporary culture," seeks to manifest his romantic vision of the city 

into words. As an artist he seeks to balance his desire to romanticize the city with his 

need to maintain integrity between the real and the artist's conception of the real. His act 

of trying to condense his conception of the city into a single metaphor, and in the process 

simplify the complex nature of the city, represents the continual struggle between art and 

nature, which has existed in pastoral literature since Virgil. As it is a problem for the 

artist, it is also a problem for the people in the city. At this point it might be useful to 

refer to Michel Foucault's comments regarding Utopias and heterotopias; 
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Utopias afford consolation: although they have no real locality there is 

nevertheless a fantastic, untroubled region in which they are able to 

unfold; they open up cities with vast avenues, superbly planted gardens, 

countries where life is easy, even though the road to them is chimerical. 

Heterotopias are disturbing, probably because they secretly undermine 

language, because they make it impossible to name this and that.. .they 

destroy the syntax which causes words and things (next to but also 

opposite one another) to 'hang together.' This is why Utopias permit 

fables and discourse: they are part of the fundamental dimension of the 

fabula. .. .heterotopias dissolve our myths and sterilize the lyricism of our 

sentences." (qtd in Foucauh This is Not a Pipe xi) 

According to Roy Stager Jacques, the heterotopia is "a world where all the pieces do not 

and, necessarily, can not, fit into the same puzzle" (29). The problem that Isaac has at 

the beginning of Manhattan follows Foucault's ideas regarding heterotopia: that the ideal 

of finding the right metaphor to describe New York is impossible, as the metaphors that 

accurately reflect the varying perspectives of the city do not fit together. The poet cannot 

at once be romantic and realistic about the city. As Diab Hassan and Leslie Fiedler 

suggest, modem literary representations of the city are functions of myths, "individual 

mental constructs imposed with such force upon more ordinarily perceived data of city 

life as to create new, highly ambiguous, unreal cities" (Jaye and Watts xii). As language 

is so important on a textual and meta-textual level, it is the foundation of the myth. This 

reveals the paradox of artist: he wants to relish in his Utopian romanticism, but also 
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desires to maintain this integrity to search for the truth in the dystopian world. The result 

is the heterotopic world of the city, which Isaac discovers. It is impossible to find the 

Utopian world, but he can discover moments which lead him further. The opening 

sequence shows the artist trying to get it right, and it becomes a figurative expression of 

the conflict within the movie. The plot of the movie tells the story of man's search for 

the pastoral garden within the complex urban wilderness, and reveals that the pastoral 

does exist within the city. 

The scene at Elaine's, which follows the opening montage, establishes the key 

conflict in the film. The opening montage, with Ike's voice-over, emphasizes the creative 

process at work. It emphasizes the relationship of art to nature as it demonstrates the 

struggle of the artist to find the metaphor necessary to express the essence of nature. Yet 

the first voice we hear in Elaine's is Yale's, stating that "the essence of art is to provide a 

kind of working through the situation for people, you know, so that you can get in touch 

with feelings that you didn't know you had, really" (182). This is the voice of the art 

critic, expressing a didactic approach to art. While his comment echoes Alvy Singer's 

statement in Annie Hall that art is a way to get things perfect that can't be attained in life, 

Yale's perspective is that of the viewer, not the creator. Indeed, as we learn throughout 

the course of the film, Yale seems to personify another line from Annie Hall: "'those 

who can't do, teach, and those who can't teach, teach gym'" (7). He lacks the moral 

courage to write the O'Neill biography he's been planning. He recognizes the narcissistic 

value of art for the spectator, but seems unable to comprehend the courage necessary to 

succeed as an artist, which Dee displays when he quits his job to write his own long-
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planned novel. Yale's definition of art seems to be an extension of Emerson's, in that by 

throwing "a light upon the mystery of humanity," art simplifies the complex because it 

emphasizes the essential components of nature that man needs in order to survive in 

civilization. But the art-critic complicates this relationship through his analysis of art. 

The process of criticism is such that the simple becomes complex so that the art-critic can 

offer an interpretation to disseminate its meaning. As we see in the scene in which Dee 

first meets Mary, Mary's critique of the art in the gallery reflects the pseudo-intellectual 

complication the art-critic levies on the art: "to me, it was—it was very textural. You 

know what I mean? It was perfectly integrated and it had a-a-a marvelous kind of 

negative capability" (192). 

Ironically, the question Ike poses at the table at Elaine's is never answered: Dee 

comically dismisses himself from the equation based on his inability to swim, and the 

topic quickly disappears. This, combined with Yale's subsequent unwillingness to 

confront his own infidelity, reveals the characters' inability to face tough moral issues. 

Ultimately, Ike does display the moral courage to face tough issues, including his best 

fiiend's betrayal, while Yale lacks it completely. 

Central to Isaac's search for integrity is Tracy, his seventeen-year-old girlfinend. 

Contrary to many critics' assessments, which seem to echo Mary's comment to Yale, 

"somewhere Nabokov is smiling" (193), Dee's relationship with Tracy is not 

"Humbertian." Indeed, Tracy functions as a symbol of those things which Dee is 

pursuing: goodness, itmocence, and integrity. Nancy Pogel notes that Tracy "is not 

unlike the girl next door of musical or romantic comedy or the redeeming 'good girl' 
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operating on the fringes of a corrupted fihn noir world" (Pogel 123). She is the 

"antithesis of the duplicitous femme fatale" (123). She represents a female character 

who, according to Janey Place, "offers the possibility of integration for the alienated, lost 

man.. ..She gives love, understanding .. .asks very little in return ... and is generally 

visually passive and static" (Place, 50). Indeed, in the scene with Dee and Tracy in Dee's 

apartment, Tracy is barely visible in the scene, and we locate her in the scene by her 

voice. "Tracy is associated throughout the film with a relaxed pace that contrasts with 

the frenetic quality of Manhattan's sophisticated life" (Pogel 123). Not until his breakup 

with Mary does Isaac come to understand what the root of his attraction to Tracy is. As 

Brode notes, "his attraction to Tracy shows that.. .he can lose his own innocence yet still 

recognize it in others" (Brode 182). 

In the apartment scene, which Sam Girgus brilliantly elucidates, the 

cinematography becomes a key element in defining Ike and Tracy's relationship. Filmed 

in Scope-screen format, the scene presents a wide-angle view of Isaac's apartment. 

Bordered on one side by a spiral staircase, illuminated from the second floor, we see "the 

important signs of [Isaac's] professional success" (Girgus 49). The apartment is large 

and expensively decorated, with the implication of more space above and beyond the 

kitchen. On the left hand of the screen is Tracy, reclining on the couch, illuminated by a 

single light. She is barely discemable in the tableau, as she seems to blend into the couch 

and bookcase behind her. As I noted above, her voice helps us locate her in the scene. In 

the middle of the set is a large, dark, negative space. As Isaac descends the stairs, this 

space clearly dislocates the scene, emphasizing distance between them. The lighting is 
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Straight out of film noir, and the contrast partitions the scene, and isolates Tracy on the 

couch. Since she is sitting passively, our attention is drawn to Isaac, descending the stair 

and entering the kitchen. Not until he sits down next to Tracy, under the light, is our 

attention focused on her part of the scene. The contrasty, noir lighting is unsettling, 

provoking a sense of anxiety and terror emanating from the dark space in the middle of 

the scene. It evokes a "mood of separation and distance" between Isaac and Tracy 

(Girgus 49). Tracy appears comfortable on the couch, but it is not until Isaac enters her 

space that the visual tension is relieved. Isaac's posture on the couch next to her is 

paternal, yet their conversation alternates between sexual and parental: 

Tracy: Well, I told you before. I think I'm in love with you. 

Ike: Hey, don't get carried away, okay? This is—this is a terrific thing— 

move over, love—'cause, you know, and then it's a wonderful... you 

know, we're having a great time and all that. But you're a kid, and— 

and I never want you to forget that, you know. I mean, you're gonna 

meet a lot of terrific men in your life and ...You know, I want you to 

enjoy me, my—my wry sense of humor and astonishing sexual 

technique, but never forget that, you know, you've—you've got your 

whole life ahead of you. 

Tracy: Well, don't you have any feelings for me? 

Ike: Well, how can you ask that question? \Miat do you—of course, I've 

got nothing but feelings for you, but, you know.. .you don't wanna get 

hung up with one person at your age. It's.. .tsch, charming, you know. 
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and.. .erotic. There's no question about that. As long as the cops don't 

burst in, we're—you know, I think we're gonna break a couple of 

records. ..you know. But you can't, uh, you can't do it. It's not, uh, it's 

not a good thing. You should think of me.. .sort of as a detour on the 

highway of life. Tsch, so get dressed because I think you gotta get outta 

here. (189) 

This conversation is repeated several times in different forms throughout the movie. It is 

an essentially complex dialogue because, while Tracy is constant in her feelings towards 

Isaac, Ike vacillates between lover, father, and self-conscious moralist. He constantly 

tries to keep Tracy at a distance, emotionally, yet relishes in her sexually. He is certainly 

using her, and fails to recognize why he is so attracted to her. Seated on the couch, his 

posture is that of a father about to tuck his daughter into bed. While she is reclined, he 

sits up, resting his hand on her knee, meanwhile dispensing fatherly advice, as he warns 

her not to get too involved with him, and that she will meet many more men in her life. 

Yet while he distances himself from her in one sentence, he relishes in his narcissistic 

pleasures with her in the next. Clearly she makes him feel more like a man, sexually, and 

this gives him the moral courage to kick her out at the end of the evening. 

From the outset of the film, Isaac is concemed about the age difference between 

himself and Tracy. At Elaine's, when Yale compliments her beauty, Isaac retorts, "mm, 

but she's seventeen. I'm forty-two and she's seventeen. I-I'm dating a girl wherein I can 

beat up her father. It's the first time that phenomenon ever occurred in my life" (184). 

He is self-conscious throughout the film of his relationship with Tracy. Repeatedly he 
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tells Yale that he's "gotta get out of that situation" (201), although he is never clear with 

the other sophisticates why. Presumably, he is aware of Tracy's growing feelings for 

him, and his integrity tells him not to lead her on. And while his mention of the cops 

bursting in is meant in jest, the fact that he says it suggests an at least subconscious 

awareness of the illicitness of their relationship. Of course Mary sees the "Humbertian" 

aspect of the relationship, and attributes the relationship to his failed marriage to Jill, who 

left him for another woman. She believes that Dee sees Tracy as non-threatening because 

she is so young (she refers to her as "the little girl"). While he complains about his 

relationship with Tracy to Yale, he defends her to Mary, saying, "hey, the little girl is 

fine" (207). Nevertheless, Mary's comments feed into Dee's self-consciousness about the 

relationship, which will lead to his eventually severing the relationship with Tracy. 

Dee's self-consciousness about Tracy's age lies not in any sense of guilt but in his 

appreciation of her innocence. Tracy is the symbolic representation of the pastoral 

because, for Isaac, she simplifies the complex. When they meet for pizza Dee remarks that 

his "boyish impetuosity" drove him to call her. The scene has the look of one of Dee's 

own high school dates, leading to the crescendo in the carriage ride through Central Park. 

Indeed, the lighting on Allen makes his character look younger in this scene. Visually, 

the scene bespeaks an innocence which will be exceeded only by the scene in the ice 

cream parlor. Yet the dialogue again vacillates between patemal and sexual. When 

Tracy remarks, "You won't take me seriously, just because I'm seventeen," Dee's reply, 

"Yeah, exactly, because you're seventeen" (226), reveals that the real interest in Tracy is 

his pursuit of innocence. He does not want her to be serious (what he associates with 
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experience) so that he can relish in her innocence. The carriage ride is something he did 

in high school, just as the pizzeria and ice cream parlor are representative of his youth. 

His relationship with Tracy is an implicit attempt to reconnect with his youth, yet he 

cannot overcome his own experiences. Aside from the sexual dimension his relationship 

with Tracy is paternal. He gives her a camera, takes her to movies and art galleries, and 

teaches her about art and culture. The carriage ride is crucial in that, as the high-point in 

their relationship, it is the most innocent thing we see them do. There is a purity to the 

experience, tied to its proximity to nature (remember that other "nature" scenes, 

involving Mary, are marred by lightning or the sludge in the lake). Yet the carriage is a 

symbol Baudelaire ties to the modem city. The carriages of the rich, which populated the 

streets in Baudelaire's time, served as public displays of beauty (enhanced by wealth). 

While there may be an implicit irony in Baudelaire's symbols, for Allen, the carriage ties 

Tracy's beauty to the modem city. 

Ike's reference to Job becomes the key moment in the film: 

. .you're God's answer to Job.. .you know. You would've ended all—all 

argument between them. I mean, H-H-He would've pointed to you and 

said, you know, 'I do a lot of terrible things, but I can also make one of 

these.'" (227) 

Emerson states that, "beauty is the mark God sets upon virtue" (15), and this statement 

seems to apply to Tracy. Not only is she (played by Mariel Hemingway) physically 

attractive, but her beauty seems to be enhanced by her character's innocence. She is, 

without debate, the most virtuous character in the film, and this virtue is enhanced by the 
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depravity of the other characters. By casting her character as physically attractive, Allen 

draws attention to the embodiment of virtue. In Emerson's terms, God has made virtuous 

things beautiful so that we will be attracted to them. And Baudelaire applies this idea 

specifically to women: 

"Rather she is a divinity, a star, which presides at all the conceptions of 

the brain of man; a glittering conglomeration of all the graces of Nature, 

condensed into a single being." (30) 

In that beauty is a condensed form of nature, Baudelaire aptly applies Emersonian beliefs 

about beauty to the urban woman. Thus Tracy becomes symbolic of Isaac's search for 

truth and integrity in the city. Isaac's reference to Job is significant in that it associates 

Tracy with Job himself. Her final statement to Dee, "not everybody gets corrupted.. .you 

have to have a little faith in people" (271), proves that she embodies the virtues in Job 

God is testing; her faith in people is constant, despite the way she is treated. Yet Ike's 

reference to Job also undercuts Tracy's innocence. Not only does it reveal a degree of 

knowledge and experience in its perception, but his comment that Tracy is "God's answer 

to Job" idolizes her. He never sees her as a person, but a symbol of something. In the 

final scene of the film, Ike tells Tracy, "I just don't want that thing about you that I like to 

change" (271). During the ride through the park, Ike is unaware of what this "thing" is, 

but near the end of the film, we come to realize that it is her unwavering innocence and 

belief in the integrity of people. We recognize that she is "more romantic fantasy or 

elusive ideal than obtainable reality" (Pogel 122). Just like his romantic view of the city 
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in the beginning of the film. Dee's Edenic vision of Tracy represents an elusive point in 

his past •'when things seemed better to him" (Gittleson 106). 

The foil to Tracy is Mary Wilke, the pseudo-intellectual who, along with Yale, 

"serve as the first couple of the Culture of Narcissism" (Brode 182). They are drawn as 

attractive characters, both physically and in their personalities. Brode sees their 

attractiveness as "what makes them so appealing and so dangerous" (182). Mary exudes 

an air of self-confidence which in fact barely masks her insecurity. As a sophisticate she 

sees herself as defined by culture: where she's from, where she was educated, what she's 

read, who she knows, and who she's slept with. Indeed her assessment of so many of her 

friends as "geniuses" and her characterization of her ex-husband, Jeremiah as a "quite 

devastating" ladies man is a sub-conscious effort on her part to inflate her own self worth. 

As Simmel states, "the metropolitan man...develops an organ protecting him against the 

threatening currents and discrepancies of his external environment which would uproot 

him" (410). He continues, "intellectuality is thus seen to preserve subjective life against 

the overwhelming power of metropolitan life" (411). Mary repeatedly comments on her 

beauty. When she tells Isaac, "you'll never believe this, but I never thought I was very 

pretty," (Allen 208) it is meant to be self-effacing, opening herself for a compliment from 

Isaac, but in fact it merely calls attention to her own narcissism. In fact she does think 

she is pretty. She tells Yale, "I'm beautiful and I'm bright and I deserve better" (228). 

Yet Allen undercuts her attractiveness by dressing her in dark clothes and often placing 

her in shadows. She is associated with darkness in the movie. Two important pre-dating 

scenes occur in darkness: the night when Ike and Mary take Waffles the dog for a walk 
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and rest below the Queensboro Bridge, and when they visit the Hayden Planetarium, in 

which each set becomes increasingly dark, until Ike and Mary are merely silhouettes 

against a black background. Ironically, they "discover" each other in the darkness, 

suggesting that, at least for Isaac, their understanding of each other is not clear and 

accurate, and that each perceives in the other a false identity. The first time they 

consummate their relationship, the scene immediately goes dark. The second time the 

scene begins in darkness. Brode notes that "in each case, this visualization transforms the 

spiritual darkness of her attitudes into a visualized state." This sits in contrast to the 

lovemaking scenes with Tracy, "which were always brightly lit" (186). 

Mary tells Isaac that she is "both attracted and repelled by the male organ,.. .so it 

doesn't make for very good relationships with men." This reflects the complexity of her 

character. Indeed, human relationships are inherently complex, but her self-awareness 

hints at a tendency to complicate relationships and submerge herself in the complexity of 

her own identity. Remember that Mary's identity is (more explicitly expressed than the 

others) an amalgamation of "ideas" and "ideologies" (i.e. what she's read). Her character 

is easily influenced by others: she says that she divorced because she was tired of 

"submerging" her identity, and her relationships with Yale and Isaac seem to change 

sinuously. 

Considering for a moment the sequence of events relating to Dee's relationship 

with Mary, Ike calls Mary upon Yale's encouragement. They subsequently kiss, but this 

occurs before Ike breaks off his relationship with Tracy. The next scene, which shows 

Dee and Mary at the Whimey Museum, shows them becoming more comfortable. 
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intellectually, as Dee parodies, Mary's "negative capability" comments. This scene is 

followed by the scene in the ice cream parlor in which Dee breaks off his relationship with 

Tracy. This scene is followed by a brief shot of Dee on his bed practicing his harmonica 

that Tracy gave him, playing a few notes, and then giving it a reflective glance. The 

scene quickly cuts to an exterior shot of a country road, with Dee and Mary in the car on 

their way to a country lodge. This shot is particularly unusual in that it takes place 

outside New York City and Allen's character is driving a car. These unusual aspects (for 

an Allen film) suggest transformation. In so much as Isaac will function outside New 

York, we are led to anticipate a change in Mary's character as well. Indeed, following 

the bedroom scene in the country is a montage of brief shots of Mary and Isaac together. 

This series of shots is significant in that it shows the couple in non-social situations: 

dancing cheek to cheek in Mary's apartment, canoeing in Central Park, and shopping at 

Zabar's. These are also the kind of activities that Dee would engage in with Tracy. In the 

opening scene of the film, we see Isaac lighting a cigarette and making the comment that 

"I look so incredibly handsome with a cigarette" (183). This comment reflects a vanity 

that is tied to a social situation. However, most of the scenes with Dee and Tracy are 

intimate (not necessarily sexual) and non-social. Their positioning and their dialogue 

isolates them from the urban setting. They display, as Lewis Mumford states, the 

"temptation to retreat from unpleasant realities.. .and to find the whole meaning of life in 

the most elemental social groups, the family.. .or even the self-centered individual" 

(Mumford 494). The montage of images with Dee and Mary functions similarly. The 

implication in this montage is that Dee is trying to replicate his relationship with Tracy. 
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Indeed, at the beginning and end of this relationship Ike makes a comment suggesting his 

hope to "change" Mary. And the double-date scene seems to show the pinnacle of Dee's 

transformation of Mary. 

As Dee and Mary's relationship progresses, Mary seems to be less in the shadows 

and her clothing is lighter. This reaches a climax in the scene in which the couple 

double-dates with Yale and Emily, and Isaac "introduces" Mary to Emily and Yale. In 

this scene Mary seems transformed: her eyes are bright and wide, the curl in her hair is 

more relaxed, the lighting softens her features, and her dress is uncharacteristically casual 

and traditionally feminine. More than reflecting an actual transformation in Mary, her 

"change" seems to reflect Isaac's idealism imposed on her. As we will soon discover, 

she hasn't changed, and that the way she appears in this scene is merely a projection of 

Isaac's conception of the ideal woman onto the screen. This is the woman he wants to 

introduce to his friends: smart and sophisticated, yet sweet and innocent. We realize that 

this is a fantasy projection when, in a few scenes, Mary breaks up with Isaac. In this 

scene she is wearing black and the lighting shadows her face. The mascara darkens her 

eyes, in sharp contrast to the bright eyes of the previous scene. In fact, even in the scene 

in the theater, there is a transfomiation in Mary. While the in the scene before, Mary's 

hair appears relaxed, the tension in her curls reappears in the scene in the theater, 

reflecting the tension between her and Isaac and Yale. Her Allen suggests that the web of 

group afniiations which exists in the urban setting creates tension in interpersonal 

relationships. Mary's relationship with Isaac becomes complex when he is associated 
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with Yale. The characters are most comfortable in one-on-one situations, while group 

situations reveal their anxiety. 

Mary's pseudo-intellectualism can be explained by Simmel's thesis: "The rapid 

crowding of changing images, the sharp discontinuity in the grasp of a single glance, and 

the unexpectedness of onrushing impressions...are the psychological conditions which 

the metropolis creates" (410). As a result, "the city sets up a deep contrast with small 

town and rural life with reference to the sensory foundations of psychic life. The 

metropolis exacts from man as a discriminating creature a different amount of 

consciousness than does rural life. Here the rhythm of life and sensory mental imagery 

flows more slowly, more habitually, and more evenly. Precisely in this connection the 

sophisticated character of metropolitan psychic life becomes understandable - as over 

against small town life which rests more upon deeply felt and emotional relationships" 

(410). Several times throughout the film Mary makes reference to the fact that her family 

is from Philadelphia. Now, while Philadelphia is as much of a metropolis as New York, 

the allusion makes note of the Quaker origins of the city and of nearby rural 

Pennsylvania, both of which represent a simpler, "rural," way of life. When she tells 

Yale, "I'm from Philadelphia. My—my family's never had affairs. My parents have 

been married forty-three years. Nobody cheats at all!" (228), she is alluding to the same 

provincial values Dee jokingly claims he believes in when he tells Tracy, "Well, I'm old-

fashioned. I don't believe in extramarital relationships. I think people should mate for 

life, life pigeons or Catholics" (197). The scene between Yale and Mary in her apartment 

is representative of the chaos of Simmel's metropolitan world. Their argument is 
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interrupted with the sounds of the dog barking and the telephone ringing. The sense of 

overstimulation this scene conveys seems to echo the overstimulation Simmel refers to. 

Simmel sees this overstimulation as resulting in a feeling of worthlessness; the world 

becomes devalued. And while the soundtrack of the scene emphasizes the cacophony of 

the urban world, the subject of Yale and Mary's discussion emphasizes the individual. It 

is here that Mary claims, "I'm beautiful and I'm bright and I deserve better." The motive 

here is self-preservation. Mary's pseudo-intellectualism results from a fear of the urban 

world which threatens to uproot her. As Simmel notes, the precise, repetitive nature of 

urban stimuli appeals to the intellect. Thus, the construction of a sophisticated, 

intellectual identity enables the characters in the movie to exist in the urban world. 

Ironically, Yale and Mary, the two most narcissistic characters in the movie, often 

refer to their actions as being beyond their control. When Yale first tells Isaac about his 

relationship with Mary he tells Dee that in all the years he's been married, he's had one or 

two "minor" affairs. But then he says, "I hate the whole idea of it. I hate myself when 

I'm doing this sort of thing" (186). He seems to detach himself from his infidelity, 

implying that it is beyond his control; almost suggesting that it is his duty as a narcissist 

to be unwillingly unfaithful. In the scene in which Yale, Mary, Dee and Tracy are 

walking down the sidewalk together, Mary, after irritating Dee with her pseudo-

intellectual posturing, claims, "hey, listen. Hey, listen, I don't even wanna have this 

conversation. I mean—really, I mean, I'm just from Philadelphia. You know, I mean, 

we believe in God" (195). Dee's response brilliantly draws attention to the fact that so 

often we say things that mean no sense whatsoever. What Philadelphia has to do with the 
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conversation is never explained, except as I noted above. But here, Mary's comment 

about not wanting to have this conversation implies that her words and ideas are not hers, 

and that she is simply playing the role necessary to survive as a woman in the city. Mary 

does not change throughout the film, although Isaac's perception of her does change (as 

evidenced by the brief scene when the two couples first double-date). Any changes Mary 

undergoes are temporary: her transformation into a younger, more demure-looking 

woman is undercut when she soon-afterwards breaks-up with Isaac. She is easily 

influenced, and just as easily wooed back to Yale as she was to Isaac^ Keep in mind that 

Allen carefiilly hides the fact that Mary quickly jumps in bed with Isaac after breaking up 

with Yale. It appears to be a longer courtship because of Isaac's cautiousness and the 

fact that their relationship developed while Mary was still with Yale. This isn't to 

suggest that her character is flat or undeveloped. Indeed, it reflects the fact that people in 

the city develop shells to protect their psyche. As Eliot says, they "prepare a face to meet 

the faces that you meet." [make sure this is quoted properly]. These shells are obviously 

not deep, as people want to protect their true selves, which according to Simmel are 

rooted in rural culture (or Philadelphia). 

Many critics have noted the parallels between Manhattan and The Great Gatsby. 

While avoiding the temptation to endeavor in a comparison between the two works, I do 

want to explore some of these parallels. Sam Girgus has noted that like Isaac's book, 

Nick Carraway's book is about "decaying values," and much can be made of the 

connection between Isaac and Nick. They both are, if not the central figures, at least the 

conscience of their respective works. Several critics have made the point that Isaac is not 
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the narrator, as he does not appear in every scene. Yet his conscience is clearly at the 

center of the narrative, and I feel the opening monologue does set the tone of the film as 

his. It is his story, the arc of the narrative beginning and ending with him, with his values 

being tested throughout the course of the narrative. Isaac, too, is very much the Gatsby 

figure, here, displaying the same "romantic readiness" which drives his desire. Tracy, 

then, is his Daisy, a symbol of innocence and purity, and more significantly through her 

age, a symbol of the past as youth. Like the Buchanans, Yale and Mary "smashed up 

things and creatiu-es" and "let other people clean up the mess they had made" (180-81). 

Their narcissism ultimately causes them to abandon any regard for others. Certainly 

Allen was not trying to recapitulate Fitzgerald (although Fitzgerald is mentioned as a 

member of Yale and Mary's "Academy of the Overrated"), but the similarity in theme is 

striking, lending itself a degree of universality when applied to urban life. Perhaps what 

Allen tells us is that smart people are just as susceptible to corruption as the rich. 

Yale buys the Porsche to placate his expedient desires after he breaks up with 

Mary. She had satisfied his expedient desires, but without her, he needs the thrill of the 

car. Ironically, it is the kind of car which requires more care and patience than a normal 

car (it is about 20 years old in the movie). Yale's purchase of the Porsche seems to 

reflect the "Naturmensch" that Ortega y Gasset develops in The Revolt of the Masses: 

The world is a civilized one, its inhabitant is not: he does not see the 

civilization of the world around him, but he uses it as if it were a natural 

force. The new man wants his motor-car, and enjoys it, but he believes 

that it is the spontaneous fhiit of an Edenic tree. In the depths of his soul 
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he is unaware of the artificial, almost incredible, character of civilization, 

and does not extend his enthusiasm for the instruments to the principles 

which make them possible. (89) 

Yale's pursuit of the "spontaneous fhiit" in the form of the Porsche reflects his expedient 

relationship with Mary. Isaac accuses Yale of buying the Porsche instead of writing a 

book. When he buys it he says, "I had to have it. It was too beautiful" (257). He calls 

the car "a work of art" (251), and in this statement indicts himself as the anti-artist. 

Rather than create art, he finds the purchase of it easier and more satisfying. However, 

this mechanical embodiment of art seems to contradict Emerson's thesis. And Ike's 

search for the "principles" to handle the "character of civilization" seems diametrically 

opposed to Yale's actions. 

Two scenes before Mary breaks up with Isaac, the foursome take a trip upriver to 

Nyack. The relaxed, small-town setting is contrasted sharply by the description of Isaac 

in Jill 's book. Her description of Isaac reflects and offers a portrayal of the urban mind. 

Her contention that "he had complaints about life but never any solutions" (259), reflects 

the pseudo-intellectual posturing of the art-critic. Ironically, those who are laughing at 

this description are just as guilty of being unwilling to make "the necessary sacrifices." 

He laments that, "now everybody in town is gonna know all these details" (258-59). This 

exposes his small-town sensibility in which he fears there is no place in the small town to 

hide fi-om gossip. This scene implies that unlike George Willard, who believes that he 

can escape to the big city, Isaac feels there is nowhere to escape. As Emily reads the 

words aloud, the camera isolates Isaac. He appears caught in a net, entrapped in the web 
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breakup" (188). However, while her statement suggests that integrity will be preserved, 

Yale's comment that gossip is the new pornography, implies that a fine line exists 

betw een biography and pornography, in that both are writings about people. If we recall 

Benjamin Franklin's statement that, "I should have no objection to a repetition of the 

same life from its beginning, only asking the advantage authors have in a second edition 

to correct some faults of the first," we know that autobiography, especially in Franklin's 

case, takes the form of fiction. Jill's book will inherently lack the integrity it professes. 

As Jill's words are read aloud, Isaac's expression of disbelief reveals a recognition of his 

public persona. Indeed, his primary concern with the book is not the accuracy of the 

details, but the public presentation of them. The book's publication creates for Ike a 

public persona, and this clearly precipitates Mary's breakup with him. Her concern for 

her public persona necessitates her maintaining personal relationships which can endure 

public scrutiny. Isaac's isolation on the screen foreshadows the scene in which he lays 

alone in his apartment, contemplating the things that make life worth living. Isaac, 

reflecting upon the past, journeys towards an epiphany as he realizes that "Tracy's face" 

is among those things that make life worth living. He realizes that while his exile from 

the "garden" that Tracy represents was self-imposed, he gave into temptation, seduced by 

Mary's sophistication, and the vain notion tliat his own sophistication, which motivated 

his pursuit of integrity, could help her conquer her "uruiecessary neurotic problems" 

(267), and return her to a state of pastoral innocence. 



The final scene with Tracy represents Dee's understanding of her symbolic value. 

Following his epiphany, in which he realizes that "Tracy's face" is the beautiful 

representation of the virtue of innocence, he runs across town to her apartment, only to 

arrive minutes before she is to leave for London. Clearly his desire for her to stay is 

selfish. He treated her selfishly throughout their relationship, he selfishly dumped her 

when he found someone he liked more than her, and now, realizing his loss, he selfishly 

wants her to stay. This is not to condemn his character, as this is not a story about love, 

but rather a story about the pursuit of that romantic ideal as the manifestation of one's 

own need for survival in the urban world. He tells Tracy, "I just don't want that thing 

that thing about you that! like to change." This "thing" is her unwavering innocence and 

belief in the integrity of people, the manifestation of her statement, "not everybody gets 

corrupted.. .you have to have a little faith in people." (271) It is in this way that she is 

"God's answer to Job." Her faith in people is constant, despite the way she was treated. 

In fact she treats the time that has passed since Dee dumped her as time apart, not a love 

lost. She says, "we've gone this long." Thus, while Dee's final expression has been 

interpreted in various ways, implying, for instance, that Tracy is naive and foolish, and 

that Dee knows the truth, in fact his smile at the end is an affirmation that he has indeed 

found the Garden; the hope springs etemal that Tracy represents. His concern for her 

leaving is that her innocence will slip away ("you have lunch a lot"), implying that the 

pastoral moment is really just a moment in the city. Tracy's comment, "you have to have 

a little faith in people," underscores the essence of the movie: that it takes an ^ of faith 

on the part of the individual to achieve that state of pastoral innocence we all long for. 
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What killed Jay Gatsby wasn't Wilson's gun, but Tom Buchanan's lack of "faith in 

people." And the "necessary sacrifices" Jill believes one must make are not exclusive to 

the artist. They are embodied in a belief in one's ability to transcend the urban world and 

reach the level of personal integrity Allen espouses. 

Ultimately, the pursuit of the garden must be whimsical, impulsive, and 

emotional, free from social and intellectual constraints. Mary, being too concerned with 

her intellectual personae, is too narcissistic to search for the pastoral. She doesn't possess 

that desire for "something beyond the frame," as do so many of Hopper's subjects. She 

clearly is longing, but turns her desires within, relying only on her intellect. She is like 

the man in Excursion in Philosophy, looking on the ground for the answer, unlike many 

of Hopper's subjects who are searching outside, onto the landscape. When Isaac is laying 

on his couch, reflecting on the "things that make life worth living," he realizes that the 

answer lies "out there," which takes the literal form of outdoors. Indeed, the fact that he 

must run to Tracy's, because no taxi is available, underscores the natural aspect of the 

epiphany. Even in the city natural beauty can be found, and in this form Isaac discovers 

the pastoral. 



99 

WORKS CITED 

Aheam, Kerry. "Family and Adultery: Images and Ideas in Updike's Rabbit Novels." 

Twentieth Century Literature 34 (Spring, 1988): 62-83. 

Allen, Woody. Four Films of Woody Allen: Annie Hall. Interiors. Manhattan. Stardust 

Memories. New York: Random House, 1982. 

Alpers, Paul. What is Pastoral?. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1996. 

Armstrong, Peggy. "Updike's Rabbit. Rim." Explicator 47 (Fall. 1988): 46-47. 

Baudelaire, Charles. The Painter of Modem Life and Other Essays. Trans. Jonathan 

Mayne. London: Phaidon Press, 1964. 

Benjamin, Walter. The Origin of German Tragic Drama. Trans. John Osborne. London: 

New Left Books, 1977. 

Bowman, Diane K. "The American Icarus in Morrison, Roth, and Updike." Perspectives 

on Contemporary Literature 8(1982): 10-17. 

Brand, Dana. The Spectator and the City in Nineteenth-Century American Literature. 

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991. 

Bremer, Sidney H. Urban Intersections: Meetings of Life and Literature in United States 

Cities. Urbana: University of Chicago Press, 1992. 

Brode, Douglass. The Films of Woodv Allen. New York: The Citadel Press, 1991. 

Brooks, Peter. Reading for the Plot. New York: Vintage Books, 1984. 

Buell. Lawrence. Literary Transcendentalism: Style and Vision in the American 

Renaissance. Ithaca: Comell University Press, 1973. 



100 

Burke, Kenneth. A Grammar of Motives. Berkeley: University of California Press, 

1969. 

Dryden, Edgar A. Nathaniel Hawthorne: The Poetics of Enchantment (Ithaca: Cornell 

UP, 1977). 

Emerson, Ralph Waldo. "Nature," The Complete Works of Ralph Waldo Emerson vol 1. 

Ed. Joel Myerson (New York: AMS Press, 1979). 

Empson, William. Some Versions of Pastoral. London: The Hogarth Press, 1986. 

Fiedler, Leslie. "Mythicizing the City." Literature and the Urban Experience: Essays on 

the City and Literature. Eds. Michael C. Jaye and Ann Chalmers Watts. New 

Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 1981. 113-121. 

Foucault, Michel. The Order of Things: An Archaeology of the Human Sciences. New 

York: Pantheon Books, 1970. 

—. This is Not a Pipe. Trans. J. Harkness. Berkeley: University of California Press, 

1981. 

GifTord, Terry. Pastoral. London: Routledge, 1999. 

Girgus, Sam B. The Films of Woody Allen. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

1993. 

Hassan, Ihab. "Cities of Mind, Urban Words: The Dematerialization of Metropolis in 

Contemporary American Fiction." Literature and the Urban Experience: Essays 

on the City and Literature. Eds. Michael C. Jaye and Ann Chabners Watts. New 

Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 1981. 93-112. 



Hawthorne, Nathaniel. The Centenary Edition of the Works of Nathaniel Hawthorne. 

Eds. William Charvat, Roy Harvey Pearce, and Charles Simpson (Columbus: 

Ohio State UP, 1962—) vol IX. 

Jacques, Roy Stager. "What is a Crypto-Utopia and Why Does it Matter?" Utopia and 

Organization. Ed. Martin Parker. Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 2002. 24-39. 

Jaye, Michael C., and Ann Chalmers Watts, eds. Literatiu-e and the Urban Experience: 

Essays on the City and Literature. New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press, 

1981. 

Keith, W.J. Regions of the Imagination: The Development of British Rural Fiction. 

Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1988. 

Levin, Gail. Edward Hopper: The Art and the Artist. New York: W.W. Norton, 1980. 

Liesbrock, Heinz. "The Silent Truth of Light: Edward Hopper's Oeuvre." Hopper: Forty 

Masterworks. Trans. Anne Heritage and Paul Kremmel. New York: W.W. 

Norton, 1988. 

Machor, James L. Pastoral Cities: Urban Ideals and the Symbolic Landscape of 

America. Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1987. 

Markle, Joyce B. Fighters and Lovers: Theme in the novels of John Updike. New York: 

New York University Press, 1973. pp. 37-60. 

Marx, Leo. The Machine in the Garden: Technology and the Pastoral Ideal in America. 

London: Oxford University Press, 1964. 

—. "Pastoral Ideals and City Troubles." Journal of General Education 20 (1969): 251-

271. 



—. "Pastoralism in America." Ideology and Classic American Literature. Eds. Sacvan 

Bercovitch and Myra Jehlen. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986. 

Mumford, Lewis. The City in History. Its Origins. Its Transformations, and Its 

Prospects. New York: Harcourt, Brace & World, 1961. 

Ortega y Gasset, Jose. The Revolt of the Masses. Trans, anon. New York: W.W. 

Norton, 1957. 

Patterson, Arthur Paul. "Emerson: A Visionary Life for Our Times." Watershed 

Formation Studies Aug. 1997 <http://www.watershed.winnipeg.mb.ca/ 

literature/Emerson/Emersonsummary4.html>. 

Place, Janey. "Women in Film Noir." Women in Film Noir. Ed. E. Aim Kaplan. Rev. 

ed. London: British Film Institute, 1980. 

Poe, Edgar Allan. Collected Works of Edgar Allan Poe. Ed, Thomas Ollive Mabbot. 

Cambridge: HarvardUniversity Press, 1978. 

Pogel, Nancy. Woody Allen. Boston; Twayne Publishers, 1987. 

Rosenthal, Bernard. City of Nature: Joumevs to Natiu-e in the Age of American 

Romanticism. Newark: University of Delaware Press, 1980. 

Rotundo, Barbara. "Rabbit Run and A Tale of Peter Rabbit." Notes on Contemporary 

Literature 1 (May, 1971): 2-3. 

Schneidau, Herbert N. Sacred Discontent: The Bible in Western Tradition. Baton 

Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1976. 

Simmel, Georg. The Sociology of Georg Simmel. Trans. Kurt H. Wolff. Glencoe, 

Illinois: The Free Press, 1950. 



103 

Smith, Hallett. Elizabethan Poetry. Ann Arbor, Michigan: The Uniyersity of Michigan 

Press, 1968. 

Smith, Henry Nash. Virgin Land: The American West as Symbol and Myth. Cambridge: 

Harvard University Press, 1970. 

Strand, Mark. Hopper. Hopewell, New Jersey: The Ecco Press, 1994. 

Sullivan, James. "Christopher Columbus 1451-1506." The Heath Anthology of 

American Literature. Ed. Paul Lauter. 4"^ ed. Boston: Houghton Mifflin 

Company, 2002. 107-108. 

Tanner, Tony. City of Words: American Fiction 1950-1970. New York: Harper & 

Row, 1971. 

Updike, John. "Hopper's Polluted Silence." The New York Review of Books 10 Aug. 

1995: 19-21. 

—. Rabbit at Rest. London: Pengiun Books, Ltd., 1990. 

—. Rabbit. Run. New York: Fawcett Crest, 1960. 

Vidler, Anthony. Warped Space: Art, Architectiu-e. and Anxiety in Modem Culture. 

Cambridge, Massachusettes: The MIT Press, 2000. 

Williams, Raymond. The Country and the City. New York: Oxford University Press, 

1973. 

Wright, Derek. "Mapless Motion: Form and Space in Updike's Rabbit, Run." Modem 

Fiction Studies 37 (Spring, 1991): 35-44. 


