Pigeon Feathers
by John Updike

John Updike (1932-2009) was born in Shellington, Pennsylvania and is a graduate of Harvard University. He became a reporter for the New Yorker and published poems, essays, and fiction in that magazine. His work, which includes novels, short stories, poetry, and drama, usually deals with the tensions, frustrations, and tragedies of contemporary life. Recognized as one of the 20th century’s most productive and famous American authors, he is probably best known for Rabbit, Run, (1960), and Rabbit Redux (1971). In the short story, “Pigeon Feathers” David, a boy who has faith and is searching for conformation that his faith is valid, finds his answer in a rather unusual place.
[bookmark: _GoBack]Vocabulary

	· antiquity
	· basking
	· bedraggled
	· brandishing
	· complacent

	· filament
	· flyleaf
	· fusty
	· jaundiced
	· lichen

	· mottled
	· pretentions
	· simpered
	· stippled
	· quavered



Notes
· Bas-reliefs--carvings in which the figures are only partially removed from the back-ground. 
· Femme---slang for woman
· Dark Ages--in European history, the time between the end of Roman civilization (A.D. 400) and a resurgence of learning (A.D. 1000)
· Catechetical class--a class teaching religious principles by a memorized question and answer format. 
· Apostle’s Creed--a creed is a statement of basic beliefs as agreed upon by a group of people. The Apostles Creed was used in worship by 150 AD. 
· P.G. Wodehouse--(1881-1975), an English comic writer of novels and short stories.
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Questions/Assignments
Question 1.
a.  List the significant events which led David to his realization about God.
b.  What finally caused him to see the truth of God’s reality? 
Question 2.
a.  In at least three places in the story Updike shows David imagining in patterns in images of layered color: imagining the hole in earth where he will be buried, becoming part of the layers of the earth and chalk; the regular layers of color on Copper’s hair; and the designs of color on the pigeons’ wings. Underline these images in the appropriate places in the text.
b.  How does this image motif reinforce the unfolding of David’s resolution or insight?
Question 3.
The story describes David as “being in a hole,” which is how he seems to relate to his family, his peers, and his minister.
a.  What are his “observations” of the people around him?
b.  Why does he seem so detached?
Question 4.
David’s spiritual quest leads him to ask several characters in the story his question concerning eternity. These characters represent various voices who espouse modern answers to the question David is raising. One voice is that of the grandfather whose answer is given through the old, marked Bible.
a.  Identify in the margins the other characters and the answers they contribute to David’s search.
b.  List these characters and summarize their answers below.
Question 5.
How can David’s father, a skeptical materialist in many ways, be presented as a Christian character, when his mother, so prone to spiritualizing, is not?
Question 6.
a.  Who in David’s family seems to be the one who, like him, took spiritual questions seriously?
b.  How was this person regarded by other members of the family?
c.  What could Updike be saying about the way others respond to those who seek a personal relationship with God?
Question 7.
a.  Explain why David feels betrayed by his minister’s answer.
b.  What does the minister’s answer imply about Christianity?
Question 8.
a.  Circle the words that describe the changes that occur in David’s emotions as he shoots and then buries the pigeons.
b.  Why does it take such an intense, emotional event for David to discover the truth that he is seeking?
c.  What understanding of faith and hope does the story seem to present?
Question 9.
The surrounding complacency toward Christianity seems to be a secret conspiracy to David. Explain how his suspicion begins his movement from innocence to maturity.
Question 10.
David’s first encounter with anti-Christian views actually forces him to confront his own beliefs.
a.  To resolve this confusion, what does he want God to do for him?
b.  List below examples of biblical characters who asked for a sign from God.
c.  What were some of the signs God gave?
Question 11.
David finds his answer in the unanticipated beauty of God’s creation. Why do you think it was important for Updike to portray David renewing his faith through an ordinary occurrence rather than through a miraculous one?
Question 12.
a.  Underline the following contrasts that occur in the story: light and dark, old and young, hope and despair, past and future, death and life, security and insecurity, heresy and truth, settled and unsettled.
b.  Choose one of these contrasts, and explain how it demonstrates David’s search for and recognition of a sign to validate his faith.
Question 13.
St. Anselm said, “I believe in order that I might understand.” While David’s search in the story seems to be a search for faith, how can it be read as a search for understanding by one who has faith? When read in this way, how can it be said that David’s faith shapes his perceptions?
Question 14.
Write a literary analysis of “Pigeon Feathers.” Choose setting, symbolism, use of color, etc., and explain how these elements are used in the story. Include specific examples from “Pigeon Feathers” in your essay.
Question 15.
Write an essay or a poem depicting an experience similar to David’s that you have had with God or creation. Describe that experience in detail, and discuss how it affected your life.
