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Couples John Updike is a pivotal work in American literature that explores the
complexities of love, marriage, infidelity, and the search for identity in the 1960s. Published
in 1968, this novel not only reflects the societal changes of its time but also marks a
significant moment in the literary career of John Updike, an author known for his keen
observations of middle-class American life. In this article, we will delve into the themes,
characters, and cultural context of "Couples," providing a comprehensive understanding of
its significance within Updike's oeuvre and American literature.

Overview of "Couples"

"Couples" is set in the fictional suburban community of Tarbox, Massachusetts, and it
centers around the lives of several couples who navigate the intricacies of their
relationships. The novel is structured as a series of interconnected stories, each revealing
different facets of marriage and desire. The narrative is rich with Updike's characteristic
prose, marked by vivid descriptions and psychological depth.

Plot Summary

The story primarily follows the lives of the main couple, Piet and Angela Hanema. As they
interact with their friends and neighbors, the narrative unfolds various subplots involving
infidelity, existential dilemmas, and the pursuit of happiness. Key events include:

1. Piet's Affairs: Piet's infidelities with various women serve as a catalyst for exploring the
themes of desire and betrayal.

2. Angela's Struggles: Angela faces her own marital challenges and seeks fulfillment outside
her relationship with Piet.

3. The Other Couples: Through the lives of other couples in Tarbox, Updike examines
different approaches to love and commitment, including the dynamics of power and
sexuality.

The intertwining stories create a mosaic of experiences that reflect the disillusionment and
longing characteristic of the era.

Thematic Exploration

"Couples" is rich with themes that resonate deeply with readers, making it a significant
work in Updike's catalog. Some of the most prominent themes include:



Infidelity and Desire

At the heart of "Couples" is the theme of infidelity. Updike portrays the complexities of
sexual desire and the moral ambiguities that accompany it. The characters grapple with
their needs and the expectations society places on them. The exploration of infidelity
serves as a critique of the superficiality of suburban life, where appearances often mask
deeper dissatisfaction.

Marriage and ldentity

Marriage is another central theme in "Couples." Updike delves into the ways in which
marriage can both define and confine individuals. The characters often find themselves at a
crossroads, navigating their identities in relation to their spouses. The tension between
personal desires and societal roles creates a profound sense of conflict, leading many
characters to question their life choices.

Societal Expectations

Set against the backdrop of the 1960s, "Couples" reflects the changing social landscape of
America. The novel critiques the conformity of suburban life and the pressure to maintain a
facade of happiness. Updike's portrayal of the characters' struggles reveals the underlying

dissatisfaction that often accompanies the pursuit of the American Dream.

Character Analysis

The characters in "Couples" are richly drawn, each representing different aspects of love
and marriage. Their interactions serve to highlight the complexities of human relationships.

Piet Hanema

Piet is a quintessential Updike protagonist—introspective, flawed, and often caught
between desire and responsibility. His numerous affairs illustrate his struggle with
commitment and his quest for personal fulfillment. Piet's character serves as a vehicle for
exploring the male experience of marital dissatisfaction and the quest for identity.

Angela Hanema

Angela, Piet's wife, embodies the challenges faced by women in the 1960s. Her journey
reflects the tension between societal expectations and personal aspirations. As she
navigates her relationship with Piet, Angela's character illustrates the emotional toll of



infidelity and the complexities of female desire.

Supporting Characters

The supporting cast in "Couples" includes several other couples, each adding layers to the
narrative. Characters like the Glover and the McAllisters provide contrasting perspectives
on marriage and fidelity. Their interactions with Piet and Angela reveal the multifaceted
nature of love, highlighting the varying degrees of commitment and passion among
different couples.

Literary Style and Techniques

John Updike's writing style in "Couples" is characterized by its lyrical quality and attention
to detail. His use of vivid imagery and metaphor enhances the emotional impact of the
narrative. Key stylistic elements include:

Symbolism

Updike employs symbolism to deepen the thematic resonance of the novel. For example,
the suburban setting of Tarbox represents both comfort and confinement, reflecting the
dual nature of the characters' experiences. Locations such as the Hanema home and the
local country club serve as symbols of social status and the pursuit of happiness.

Stream of Consciousness

The use of stream-of-consciousness narrative allows readers to access the inner thoughts
and emotions of the characters. This technique creates an intimate connection between the
reader and the characters, enhancing the psychological depth of the story.

Dialogue

The dialogue in "Couples" is sharp and revealing, often reflecting the characters'
insecurities and desires. Updike's ability to capture the nuances of conversation adds
authenticity to the relationships portrayed in the novel.

Cultural Context and Reception

"Couples" was published during a time of significant social upheaval in America. The 1960s
were marked by changes in gender roles, sexual liberation, and a questioning of traditional



values. Updike's exploration of these themes resonated with contemporary readers,
contributing to the novel's success.

Critical Reception

Upon its release, "Couples" received a mix of praise and criticism. Some hailed it as a
groundbreaking exploration of modern relationships, while others criticized it for its focus
on the trivialities of suburban life. Over time, however, the novel has come to be regarded
as one of Updike's seminal works, demonstrating his ability to capture the complexities of
human experience.

Conclusion

In conclusion, "Couples" by John Updike is a rich and complex exploration of love, marriage,
and identity set against the backdrop of 1960s America. Through its vivid characters and
intricate narrative structure, the novel delves into the intricacies of human relationships
and the societal expectations that shape them. Updike's masterful prose and keen
observations make "Couples" a timeless work that continues to resonate with readers
today. As we reflect on the themes and characters of this novel, we gain valuable insights
into the nature of desire, fidelity, and the search for meaning in a rapidly changing world.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of '‘Couples’ by John Updike?

'Couples' explores themes of infidelity, the complexities of love, and the disillusionment of
suburban life in the 1960s.

How does John Updike portray marriage in 'Couples'?

Updike depicts marriage as a multifaceted institution, highlighting both its intimate
connections and the strains caused by societal expectations and personal desires.

What role does the setting play in 'Couples'?

The suburban setting of 'Couples' serves as a backdrop that reflects the characters' internal
struggles and societal pressures, emphasizing the contrast between appearance and
reality.

Who are the main characters in 'Couples'?

The novel primarily focuses on a group of friends, including the couples Axel and Clara, and
the various relationships and affairs that unfold among them.



What literary techniques does Updike use in 'Couples'?

Updike employs rich imagery, detailed character development, and stream-of-
consciousness narration to delve into the psychological depth of his characters.

How does Updike address the concept of sexual
freedom in '‘Couples'?

Sexual freedom is a key theme in 'Couples’, as characters navigate their desires and the
consequences of their actions in a changing cultural landscape.

What is the significance of the title 'Couples'?

The title 'Couples' reflects both the romantic pairs and the complexities of their
relationships, as well as the broader commentary on societal norms surrounding love and
companionship.

How does Updike's writing style contribute to the
narrative of 'Couples'?

Updike's writing style is characterized by its lyrical prose and keen observations, which
create a vivid portrayal of the characters' emotional landscapes and the intricacies of their
interactions.

What impact has 'Couples’' had on contemporary
literature?

'‘Couples' is often regarded as a seminal work that captures the zeitgeist of the 1960s,
influencing later explorations of marital and sexual dynamics in literature.
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