
HOLDEN THROUGH THE TIMES

In November 1989 a new translation of The Catcher in the R e by J. D. Salinger
was published in the Netherlands and there was much talk about it, because this
translation was very different from the one that was published thirty years ago.
Some critics were very enthusiastic and said that the language of the
main character, Holden Caulfield, had finally been adapted to the time we live
in now, but other critics considered it an insult to the HoTden that was

created by Salinger in the first place and one of the critics even called it a
'rape' of Salinger's mastercreation.

You can imagine the curiosity this evoked in me, so I went to the library to get
both translations in order to compare them to the English edition. When I did
that, I experienced that besides the 'real/ Holden in the English edition, in
the two translations, two completely different Holdens were speaking to me,
because the use of language was so different. So I actually had three different
Holdens speaking to me, which confused me 100 % ! Dazzled as I was, I decided to
lay aside the two translations, never to look at them again and to stick to the
one and only Holden that Salinger had created. This was the Holden I knew and
bore in mind.

This whole experience, however, had made me wonder if thirty years ago readers
of the book experienced or felt different about Holden than readers do now. (Of
course everyone reads a book in his own subjective way, but it is very likely
that the time you live in has something to do with it too)
To try to find an answer to this, I went to my father who read the book thirty
years ago at the age of sixteen, just as I did (and Holden happens to be sixteen

years too) and we talked about our feelings about Hoi den, a boy from the upper
middle class who has just been kicked out of school once again and is searching
for an identity and someone real in New York.

While Holden is telling us his story, he exaggerates a lot, something that is
evident in his use of language and slangwords ('horsing around, goddam, corny,
and all, it really goes') which makes the story very funny to read, but which
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My father and I didn't have the , a»e feelings about Holden 1n , " aspects,
though^ we.e ^ age .hen we .e,d the book. To ̂  ^er. the »o.t'.portant
Part of the book was Holden-s long », nden-ng through New Vork t.ylng to f, nd-,n
-onest person, , " ^ he recogn. zed M»se1f. But, as I said before, in this"
Part of the book, I was often annoyed by the fact th. t Hdden doesn't see. to

Holden^. t tMs point, because h, ,1.ed in , different t1»e, , n ^ yo. d, dn't~
know if it was any use caring about a future.

^ father belonged to th, gene., t, on that g.ew up just .Her the Second Ko. 1d
War^wben , g.ot ».ny dre,»s seeded t, have been shattered forever. Those young
people were despe.atd, looking fo. so.etMng . eat to hold on to and live for."
Just like Holden is sea. ching for , o,e, h«n contact and the truth aboat 11fe
ln. a, w<>r1d'. where chf1dren seen to be the on1y rea1 and hooe^ P"P1C -a, n, n,.

Vou^-ust had to look ,. ound to see .hat the behaviou. of adults had .esu1ted", n';
So th, young people feK disgusted by the co. ruptlon . nd ̂pocn. s, of the adult"
-1d and ̂  ,, the. was ,»ong the «, 11^ns of ,<,"", ̂ ople that recognized.'
Hdden^an inage of twelves. They feH that they w..e not alone, but they'felt
supported by Holden.

^e.e, s »y f.ther 1, ved ,n tMs . certain period, , n wMch you didn't kno. ̂ ,t
you were heading for and , n which ideals had been dest.oyed, I 1i,e in ,
co.plete,. new modern ̂  soclet., , n ^ ^^ ̂  " " ^^ ^
ruled by co^prte. s ( the i.onica, thing , s that I ^ , n ^e world th. t thes7
young people helped to build up. This scares me!).

outers tend t, take ove. cont.o,, »e, . oun, people, also have to look fo7an
Identity and t, be careful not to lose ou. se1.es. But the sad thing is, , f-,o^"
don't want to lose you.sdf, »ost of the ti»e you have to confoT to a'g.ouP"
»f People, who stick together , n their ,, tt, e box, just the tMng Holden hates.



However, you have to 1, ve with , t to survive and , n the end, Holden fortunately
realizes that himself, s, to ne, this was the most important part of the book:
Although Phoebe , s too b1g, she gets on the carousel and she t., es to catch the
ri"g during the n-de, because she-11 get , free ride if she catches ft. Holden
says: -The thing with kids , s, if they want to grab for the gold ring, you have
to let then do 1t and not say anything. If they fa11 off, they fall off, but it
is bad if you say anything to them. " (p. 218).

It is exactly here, I think he .ealfzes, that he cannot prevent children fro.
growing up, and moreover, he suddenly sees the 1, ght , n his own nessed-up life.
He has to catch the ring in 1, fe in order to get out of his misery and to be
able to start again. So although he 1s niserable and sick, he feels happy
1"s, de because he has seen the Kght. -I felt so damned happy a)1 of a sudden-
he says (p. 219).

I absolutely see this . s a positive end to the book, because Holden has thought
about M.se1f and now he wH1 be able t, . ake a co.p1ete1y f.esh and new start
-" life. This »ade me happy, because Holden is too sweet . boy not to survive
'" life. It Just happens to be so that every young person has to f)nd himself a
"ay through this t, »,e. We have to find so.e kind of an identity and »,ke the
step into the big adult world and this makes us all little Holdens.
So although v father and I read the book , n different tines and didn't
consider the same parts of the book equally important, we could both
'. dentify ourselves with Holden, and Hdden bec^e for both of us a little part
of ourselves!
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