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Updike’s Epitaph

VICTOR STRANDBERG

In the Robeson Lutheran Church cemetery in Plowville, Pennsylvania, the op-
posite sides of John Updike’s headstone display two portraits of the artist. One
portrait is an actual picture: not a photograph on a ceramic tile, as is often found
in modern cemeteries, but an image of the artist’s face carved into the stone itself
astride a large pair of wings, below which are John Updike’s name and vital dates

along with various handwritten versions of his name.

Front of Updike headstone, carved by his son Michael Updike.

Photo by Jameson Sempey, Reading Eagle.



On the back of the stone is the other portrait, rendered verbally in a poem
of nine lines that appears between a large crow above and a line of telephone
poles below. The poem, titled “Why the Telephone Wires Dip and the Poles Are
Cracked and Crooked,” reads as follows:

The old men say
young men in gray
hung this thread across our plains

acres and acres ago.

But we, the enlightened, know
in point of fact it’s what remains
of the flight of a marvellous' crow

no one saw:

each pole, a caw.

Back of Updike headstone, carved by his son Michael Updike.
Photo by Jameson Sempey, Reading Eagle.

This could be the most curious epitaph of any major author since Shakespeare laid

a curse on anyone who dug up his bones. We note at once that John Updike did not
choose this poem for his epitaph. His son Michael chose it and, with consummate
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care and craft, carved the words and images into the stone after consulting with his
siblings.” Updike did write the poem, however, and published it in his first book, The
Carpentered Hen (1958 ), which he republished in 1982 with a foreword claiming that
the poem “was written in high school, under the influence of science fiction” (xiv).

This was a cryptic comment, to be sure, but one thing we know about science
fiction is that those alien creatures, fantastic plot lines, and extraterrestrial
landscapes are almost always thinly disguised versions of our human world here
and now. So the “influence of science fiction” likely played a minor role compared
to Updike’s strong terrestrial focus. Certainly the crow and the telephone poles
are mundane enough for such a reading, but the larger question remains: Is there
any way to justify turning what seems a trifling piece of juvenilia into the epitaph
of a miraculously prolific and eloquent writer?

I believe there is, but it will require allowing an initial premise (which a fair
number of writers affirm) that the artist does not always know the meaning of
his work at the time of its creation. Indeed, Updike himself, speaking of his “little
buried allusions,” told Charles Thomas Samuels, “It’s funny, the things you don’t
know you're doing” (36). In this case, the teenage Updike, circa 1948, was inscrib-
ing meanings that became clarified only when the mature Updike composed a
poem about the same material a dozen years later. The later poem, “Telephone
Poles,” was important enough in Updike’s eyes to merit becoming the title of a
whole new volume, which he published in 1963. But we will begin with the work
of (alleged) teenage creativity itself: the epitaph poem (which I will call “Why
the Telephone Wires Dip”).

The imagery begins with the titular poles and wires—a mode of communica-
tion, such as an artist aspires to, across vast reaches of space and time (“acres and
acres ago” clearly doubles as “ages and ages ago”), addressing multiple generations
(“old men” and “young men”). The “marvellous crow” is a surrogate of the artist,
traditionally a talking bird in medieval lyrics and elsewhere (e.g., Poe’s “The Raven,”
Malamud’s “The Jewbird”). The dipped wires and cracked and crooked poles sug-
gest the imperfect means with which the artist must undertake communication,
and bird’s caw indicates the difficulty of reaching an audience, of being understood.
These are pictorial versions, we might say, of T. S. Eliot’s lament in Four Quartets,
which also features a talking bird: “And so each venture / Is a new beginning, a
raid on the inarticulate / With shabby equipment always deteriorating” (128).

“Telephone Poles™—in contrast with “Why the Telephone Wires Dip”—first
published in the 21 January 1961 issue of The New Yorker—makes the symbolism
ofits title overt. Though the telephone poles serve a utilitarian purpose, unlike
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Keats’s urn, they share with the urn a longevity that makes art superior to life:
“They will outlast the elms.” In typical Updike fashion—after all, this man wrote
a poem titled “The Beautiful Bowel Movement”—these rough poles have their
own somewhat stressed grandeur, “Like a race of giants that have faded into mere
mythology.” In royal fashion, too, they wear “fearsome crowns of bolts, trusses,
struts, nuts [nice rhyme there!], insulators, and such,” and, as the first stanza ends,
they are capable of wielding kingly authority over life and death: “Each a Gorgon’s
head, which, seized right, / Could stun us to stone.”

In the second and final stanza, the imagery expressly links the telephone poles
to poetry. After applauding the craftsmanship of the poles—*[T]hey are ours.
We made them”™—the poem asserts once again the primacy of art over nature:
“The Nature of our construction is in every way / A better fit than the Nature it
displaces.” (The unexpected capital “N” in that first “Nature” gives the word a bold
claim of status vis-a-vis second “Nature” in that sentence.) And here the language
of the birds acquires powers of communication that the crow’s caw in the earlier
poem only aspired to: “What other tree can you climb where the birds’ twitter,
/ Unscrambled, is English?” Neither the birds’ twitter nor the buzz in the wires
is literally English, of course, but the imagery works well as a metaphor for the
artist’s hope of being understood. In a note he added to his Collected Poems, Updike
explained these lines were “[b]ased on my understanding that many telephone
conversations are simultaneously transmitted over the wires and unscrambled
at the end” (360). Unscrambling—deciphering—at the end has been the aim of
many other poets as well.

“Telephone Poles” concludes where it began, with a final tribute to the poles—

and poetry’s—longevity. Though the poles do not have the “green” of living trees,

... then again there is not that tragic autumnal
Casting-oft of leaves to outface annually.
These giants are more constant than evergreens

By never being green.

Both poems, then, portray the triumph of the artist. The teenage Updike, already
heavily invested in writing and drawing for his high school publications, wrote
a poem more prophetic of his own future than about the futurism of sci-fi. And
as that future unrolled, it is striking how important the genre of poetry was to
this man, who at times preferred his poems to even his greatest novels. In 1977
Updike told Helen Vendler, “[1] often reread my poetry and almost never look at
my old novels. . ... It is always at the back of my mind to be a poet” (113-14). And,
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after noting that his forthcoming book is the volume of poems called Tossing and
Turning (1977), he harkens back to The Carpentered Hen with his final statement of
the interview: “That was my first book, this is my 20th, and none in between has
seemed more worth—how shall I say?>—crowing about” (114). Or worth cawing
about, perhaps, as voiced by a “marvellous crow.” In any case, that is a mighty claim
for two slender volumes of poems prevailing over such celebrated prose triumphs
as Rabbit, Run; Rabbit Redux; The Centaur; Couples; Bech: A Book; and several
prizewinning collections of short stories.

But regarding the epitaph poem, Updike was just getting started. In Collected
Poems (1993), he assigned new gravity and a new point of origin to this poem.
Unlike his earlier volume, in which “Why the Telephone Wires Dip” is the seventh
poem in order of appearance, in Collected Poems it comes first, comprising the
introductory poem for the whole book. Moreover, in his two-page preface to
Collected Poems, it is the only poem from a forty-year harvest that he singles out for
specific commentary. He no longer ascribes the work to a teenage high schooler;
instead, he says he wrote it “not long after my 21st birthday,” when he was soon
to be a rising senior at Harvard (xxiv). The act of writing in itself sufficed to give
him a nearly metaphysical shiver: “I still remember the shudder, the triumphant
sense of capture, with which I got these lines down.” He sensed in the poem a new
level of aesthetic power, “a compression unprecedented in my brief writing career.”
And he erases any doubt about the imagery having larger significance, speaking of
“the mythogenetic truth of telephone wires and poles marching across a stretch
of Pennsylvania farmland” (xxiii—xxiv).

We may never know whether it was a teenage boy or an upperclassman at Har-
vard who wrote “Why the Telephone Wires Dip.” The posthumously published
Selected Poems (2015) makes a very strong case for the Harvard student; the notes
to the poem read, “Completed in the spring or early summer 1953. Published, under
the heading ‘Footnotes to the Future,’ in The Harvard Lampoon 142.7 (October

1953)"°
version, or conceived of the initial image, which the college student perhaps revised

(248). Even so, my own surmise is that the high school boy wrote the first

with new infusions of craft and meaning. In the end, though, whether composed
by a teenager or a 21-year-old college student, there is little reason to question
its propriety as John Updike’s epitaph. It may have emerged as an exfoliation of
callow youth at the start, but it was a master artist in his sixties who, in Collected
Poems, singled it out for profound aesthetic and personal significance. Perhaps his
craftsman son, Michael Updike, portrayed more than he knew when he depicted
his father soaring aloft, laughing, on the Wings of the Crow.

VICTOR STRANDBERG 3§



NOTES

1. With words like “marvellous,” Updike preferred a double consonant spelling.
2. Michael Updike graciously disclosed this information to me in an email of 18 July 2022.
3. The notes for the Selected Poems were written by editor Christopher Carduff. Thanks to James

Schiff for alerting me to this reference.

WORKS CITED

Eliot, T. S. Four Quartets (“East Coker, V). The Complete Poems and Plays: 1909-1950. Harcourt,
Brace, 1952: 128.

Samuels, Charles Thomas. “The Art of Fiction XLIII: John Updike (1968).” Conversations with John
Updike, ed. James Plath. UP of Mississippi, 1994: 22-45.

Updike, John. The Carpentered Hen. Knopf, 1982.

———. Collected Poems 1953-1993. Knopf, 1993.

———. Selected Poems, ed. Christopher Carduff. Knopf, 2015.

Vendler, Helen. “John Updike on Poetry (1977).” Conversations with John Updike, ed. James Plath.
UP of Mississippi, 1994: 111-14.

Miranda Updike, Michael Updike, Elizabeth Updike Cobblah, and David Updike,
behind their father’s headstone, Robeson Lutheran Church Cemetery, Plowville, PA.
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