
the five forty eight by john cheever
The Five-Forty-Eight, a short story by John Cheever, is an intriguing
exploration of the complexities of human relationships, the loneliness of
urban life, and the moral dilemmas faced by its characters. Published in 1954
in The New Yorker, the story encapsulates Cheever's signature style, blending
keen observations of social behavior with existential themes. This article
delves into the various facets of "The Five-Forty-Eight," analyzing its
characters, themes, and the impact it has had on modern literature.

Plot Summary

At its core, The Five-Forty-Eight unfolds over a single day and revolves
around the character of Blake, a businessman who encounters a former lover, a
woman named Mary. The narrative begins with Blake’s departure from work, as
he prepares to catch the 5:48 train home. However, the story takes a dark
turn when he realizes that Mary, who he had previously dismissed and treated
poorly, is waiting for him at the train station.

- Setting: The story takes place in a bustling urban environment, reflecting
the alienation and isolation felt by its characters.
- Time Frame: The events occur in the late afternoon and evening, emphasizing
the urgency of Blake’s situation as he navigates his way back home.

The plot thickens as Mary confronts Blake about their past relationship,
revealing her emotional turmoil and the consequences of his actions. The
tension escalates as Blake attempts to evade responsibility and the
repercussions of their history. This confrontation serves as the crux of the
story, highlighting themes of guilt, regret, and the complexities of love.

Character Analysis

Cheever’s strength lies in his ability to create multifaceted characters that
resonate with readers. In The Five-Forty-Eight, both Blake and Mary are
richly developed, each embodying different aspects of human experience.

Blake

Blake is portrayed as a successful businessman, yet his character is steeped
in moral ambiguity.

- Traits:
- Arrogant: He displays a sense of superiority over others, particularly



women.
- Self-absorbed: Blake often prioritizes his career and social status over
genuine human connections.
- Fearful: As the story unfolds, his fear of facing the consequences of his
past actions becomes apparent.

Blake's journey serves as a metaphor for the superficiality of modern life,
highlighting the emptiness that often accompanies material success. His
initial indifference towards Mary slowly transforms into a palpable dread as
he confronts the emotional weight of their relationship.

Mary

Mary, in contrast, embodies vulnerability and emotional depth.

- Traits:
- Desperate: Her longing for closure and understanding drives her to confront
Blake.
- Resilient: Despite her emotional scars, she exhibits strength in her
willingness to face Blake.
- Complex: Her character reflects the societal expectations of women during
the 1950s, struggling between personal ambition and relational fulfillment.

Mary's character challenges the traditional gender roles of her time, making
her a pivotal figure in the narrative. Her confrontation with Blake acts as a
catalyst for exploring broader themes of power dynamics and gender
inequality.

Themes

The Five-Forty-Eight addresses several profound themes that resonate with the
human experience.

Isolation and Alienation

One of the central themes is the isolation experienced by individuals in
urban settings. Cheever encapsulates this through:

- Physical Isolation: The crowded train station serves as a metaphor for the
emotional distance between characters.
- Emotional Isolation: Both Blake and Mary navigate their own feelings of
loneliness, despite being surrounded by others.

This theme highlights the paradox of modern life—where individuals often feel
disconnected even in a bustling environment.



Guilt and Responsibility

Blake’s character arc is heavily influenced by his grappling with guilt and
responsibility for his past actions.

- Personal Accountability: The story raises questions about the moral
obligations individuals have towards one another.
- Consequences of Actions: Blake's attempts to evade his past ultimately lead
to a confrontation that he cannot escape.

Cheever masterfully illustrates the idea that one’s actions have lasting
consequences, often manifesting in unexpected and challenging ways.

Gender Dynamics

The relationship between Blake and Mary serves as a lens through which
Cheever examines gender dynamics.

- Power Imbalance: Blake’s initial control over the relationship reflects
societal norms of the time, where men often held power over women.
- Feminine Strength: Mary’s confrontation represents a shift in power
dynamics, as she asserts her voice and demands acknowledgment from Blake.

This theme underscores the evolving nature of gender roles and the
complexities inherent in romantic relationships.

Symbolism and Imagery

Cheever employs rich symbolism and imagery throughout The Five-Forty-Eight,
enhancing the story’s emotional depth.

The Train

The train itself serves as a powerful symbol of transition and inevitability.

- Journey: It represents the characters' journeys—both literal and
metaphorical—as they navigate their lives.
- Escape: For Blake, the train symbolizes an escape from his responsibilities
and the consequences of his actions.

The City



The urban setting not only establishes the backdrop but also embodies the
themes of isolation and alienation.

- Concrete Jungle: The city’s harshness mirrors the emotional struggles of
the characters.
- Contrasting Spaces: The crowded yet isolating environment emphasizes the
disconnect between individuals.

Literary Style

Cheever’s literary style in The Five-Forty-Eight is characterized by:

- Rich Descriptive Language: His use of vivid imagery paints a detailed
picture of the setting and characters.
- Dialogue: The conversations between Blake and Mary are sharp and revealing,
showcasing their emotional states and the underlying tension.
- Psychological Insight: Cheever delves into the minds of his characters,
providing readers with a deep understanding of their motivations and fears.

Impact and Legacy

The Five-Forty-Eight has left an indelible mark on American literature,
influencing subsequent generations of writers.

- Exploration of Themes: The story’s exploration of isolation, gender
dynamics, and moral ambiguity continues to resonate with contemporary
readers.
- Character Complexity: Cheever's nuanced portrayal of flawed characters
paved the way for more intricate character development in modern literature.

As a testament to Cheever’s prowess, The Five-Forty-Eight remains a poignant
reflection of the human experience, prompting readers to confront their own
relationships and moral choices.

Conclusion

In conclusion, The Five-Forty-Eight by John Cheever offers a compelling
examination of human relationships, loneliness, and the complexities of moral
responsibility. Through its rich characters, poignant themes, and masterful
use of symbolism, the story captivates readers and invites them to reflect on
their own experiences. Cheever’s ability to weave together these elements
ensures that The Five-Forty-Eight continues to be a significant work in the
canon of American literature, engaging audiences with its timeless
exploration of the human condition.



Frequently Asked Questions

What are the main themes explored in 'The Five-
Forty-Eight' by John Cheever?
The main themes include alienation, the complexities of human relationships,
the impact of societal expectations, and the struggle between personal
desires and moral obligations.

How does John Cheever use symbolism in 'The Five-
Forty-Eight'?
Cheever uses various symbols, such as the train and the city, to represent
the characters' journeys and the feelings of entrapment and disconnection
from society.

What is the significance of the character of Miss
Dent in 'The Five-Forty-Eight'?
Miss Dent represents the consequences of neglect and betrayal in
relationships. Her confrontation with the protagonist highlights themes of
revenge and the moral complexities of their interactions.

How does the setting influence the narrative in 'The
Five-Forty-Eight'?
The setting, primarily focused around the train and urban environments,
creates a backdrop of modernity and isolation, enhancing the protagonist's
feelings of anxiety and disconnection.

What narrative techniques does Cheever employ in
'The Five-Forty-Eight'?
Cheever utilizes a third-person limited perspective, allowing readers to
experience the protagonist's inner thoughts and feelings while also providing
a broader view of the surrounding characters and themes.

How does 'The Five-Forty-Eight' reflect the social
dynamics of its time?
The story reflects the social dynamics of post-war America, including the
pressures of conformity, the struggles of the middle class, and the emerging
issues of gender roles and personal identity.
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