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which Tucker Caliban has rejected, comes to realize that his violent
methods result only in failure and disillusionment. Tucker Caliban knows
that no one can fight for his freedom but himself; no one can give him
freedom. He alone can make himself free. And he leads the rest of the
Negroes in the state to the same realization.

Despite the fact that this story is a fable, Mr. Kelley, in a style slightly
reminiscent of Faulkner, has succeeded in making both his characters and
situation believable. A Different Drummer offers no solution to the com-
plex problem it so clearly depicts. Instead it penetrates deeply into the
tragic background of a richly ambiguous culture. The real worth of this
novel lies not in any panacea but in the vision of man which it presents.
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Portrait of A Failure
A review of Bernard Malamud, A New Life, New York: Farrar, Straus
and Cudahy, 1961.

S. Levin, formerly a drunkard, after a long and tiring trans-
continental journey, got off the train at Marathon, Cascadia,
toward evening of the last Sunday in August, 1950.
Bearded, fatigued, lonely, Levin set down a valise and suit-
case and looked around in a strange land for welcome.

Thus Bernard Malamud begins his latest novel, A New Life. His hero,
S. Levin, fortified by the repudiation of a wasted, alcoholic past, comes
West to a state technical college to begin his "new life" as an English
teacher. At the outset, Levin's insecurity allows him rather unpretentious
ambitions. He wishes only to find a measure of love and happiness, or
even satisfaction, and to play some small part in awakening young people
to the meaning of the liberal arts, which have given significance to his
own life. But Levin's humble aspirations, transformed somewhat during
the course of his stay, fall short of achievement. And the novel does like-
wise, although Malamud, from the outset, has pretentions toward excel-
lence. In its depiction of Levin's failure, A New Lije is sometimes con-
vincing, often chilling, but is more frequently flat and contrived. Levin
performs in an interesting and lively light, but the fog of ambiguity
which consistently surrounds his activity makes the novel dim and,
ultimately, in terms of form and meaning, unsuccessful.

That Levin himself has a certain ambiguity of character is undeniable.
He is the man with the "right ideas." Conceivably, he could be the
"leaven" needed to raise the standards of the sterile, unfulfilled college.
He is serious in his desire to transmit the cultural heritage of his country
and to preserve the little tradition of the liberal arts which remains at
Cascadia College. Although his position as a new, inexperienced instructor
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places him in a rather precarious role, he urges that one of the basic
textbooks in the composition course, Science in Techrwlogy, be replaced
by a more appropriate book of readings in literature. He also advocates
the establishment of a forum in which professors of both arts and sciences
can exchange views. And even though it causes him a good deal of trouble
and embarrassment, he determines that his mistake of turning in three
incorrect grades at the close of the semester must be rectified. These
efforts mark Levin as a man of considerable insight, courage, and sensi-
bility. Furthermore, Levin, in the face of formidable opposition, decides
to seek the position of the head of the department. But apart from all
of this admirable and righteous vitality, there is another side to Levin's
character which makes him unconvincing as a hero. Through his involve-
ment in a series of ludicrous and degrading situations, he is robbed of
any real dignity or stature. To satisfy his desire for love, Levin becomes
the rival of a Syrian student for the "affections" of a waitress, gets lost
in the mountains on his way to a rendezvous with a student, and is almost
trapped in his office in a compromising situation with Avis Fliss, a fellow
teacher. Academically, he also meets with considerable embarrassment,
once suffering humiliation when he fails to find evidence that will prove
a student's obvious cheating. In instances of this sort, Levin is portrayed
as awkward and ineffectual.

Perhaps the intention of the book is to depict Levin's struggle with these
two aspects of himself. Admittedly there are the forces of conflict at work
within Levin, but the deterministic elements which surround him prevent
his psychic struggle from having any emphasis or meaning. Necessity
dictated his choice to teach at Cascadia College-it was the only one that
offered him a contract. In this original "choice" as in all of his actions,
Levin is guided and ruled by outside forces. His "free" efforts, such as
his conscientious teaching, as well as his dedication to the tradition of
the liberal arts, do nothing to halt the ruin that steadily advances upon
him, just as they do nothing to cause it. In his affair with Pauline Gilley,
wife of the assistant head of the English Department, Levin is the com-
plete subject of his passions. Pauline precipitates the affair, with Levin
being swept up by her power and his own desire. After he has given
her up and ceased to love her, when she returns and asks him to continue
the affair and take her away from Gilley, Levin is impelled, by no
apparent motive, to agree. He makes attempts to rule his life, but is
always powerless before irresistible determining forces.

What Malamud has given us is a twentieth-century Lord Jim, desirous
of the noble action but incapacitated by a desire directed, erratically, at
vague aspirations rather than reality. Perhaps we should be satisfied

43



/ Blackburn

with such a depiction; perhaps in a time made diffuse by psychological
realism, we cannot demand the sharpness of focus which Victorian morality
could supply. But the omission of normalcy from Malamud's work, the
lack of a character who can say "let the deep sea bear you up," seems
to be more a timidity than a restraint, a failure of nerve for the big
statement. Something important is left unsaid in the whole school of
modern fiction of which Mr. Malamud's novel is representative.
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