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ABSTRACT

This thesis is an enquiry into the novels of Saul
Bellow, with a particular view to revaluing the author's
relationship with the dominant ideological influences
which condition the reality of American culture. The
thesis challenges the commonly-held belief amongst Bel-
low's critics that his fiction consistently articulates
and affirms the philosophical principles of the humanist
ethic. Such an ethic holds, especially, that the ameliora-
tion of man can be achieved by having recourse to the
ideals of dependence and community; that the endeavour to
acquire ontological knowledge can be sustained within a
secular province; and that the survival of humane sensibil-
ity can only be accomplished by an acceptance of mutual
human responsibility. This dissertation finds that such
an argurment falsifies Bellow's vision, and it concludes
that the heroes of his fiction, and the drama of forces
in which they have their being, should more properly be
understood as expressions of the author's lack of faith
in the humanist ideal. Bellow's heroes ultimately seek
their fulfillment in various states of privacy and in
withdrawal from an American community which is inimical
to the free expression of spiritual and emotional matters.
They seek a reality which takes full account of human
potential. Increasingly, this aspiration has found them
resorting to metaphysical or mystical imperatives.

The thesis is straightforward in organization, devot-
ing a chapter to each of Bellow's nine novels together

with a short introductory chapter. There is also



an Afterword which includes discussion of selected short
stories by Bellow. Within each chapter the consideration
of the novel in question is preceded by a survey of crit-
ical opinion about that novel. This progressive definition
of the critical consensus is necessary in order to dem-
onstrate the extent to which the thesis challenges and
seeks to refute that consensus. It follows that the thesis
is largely exegetical in nature, though throughout there
is a fundamental effort to show how a detailed considera=-
tion of Bellow's novels can lead us to what Henry James
once called 'the deepest quality of a work of art'. This,
he thought, would always be 'the quality of the mind of
the producer'. In Saul Bellow's case this quality is very

pure indeed.
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ABBREVIATIONS USED IN THE TEXT

Throughout the text of the dissertation, the following
abbreviations have been used:

DM = Dangling Man
VM = The Victim

AM = The Adventures of Augie Mazrch

SD = Seize the Day

HRK = Henderson the Rain King

HZ = Herzog

SP = Mr Sammler's Planet

MM = Moshy's Memoirs and Other Stories
HG = Humboldt's Gift

DD = The Dean's December

HFM = Him With His Foot in His Mouth and Other Stories

%KW HHHK

The dictionary used throughout is Chambers Twentieth
Century Dictionary, edited by A.M.Macdonald (Edinburgh,
1978).

The style book consulted throughout is MHRA Style Book:
Notes for Authors and Editors, edited by A.S.Maney and
R.L.Smallwood (Leeds, 1971).




They have science, but in science there is nothing but
what 1s subject to the senses. The spiritual world,
however, the higher half of man's being, is utterly
rejected, dismissed with a sort of triumph, even with
hatred. And that is why the idea of service to humanity,
of brotherhood and of the solidarity of men is more and
more dying out in the world.

Dostoyevsky
Only art penetrates what pride, passion, intelligence,
and habit erect on all sides--the seeming realities

of this world.

Saul Bellow

Two excesses: to exclude reason, to admit nothing but
reason.,

Pascal



CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION




'One of my themes is the American denial of real reality,
our devices for evading it, our refusal to face what is all
too obvious and palpable'.1 Thus Saul Bellow, speaking about

his latest novel to date, The Dean's December. The reality to

which he refers, and the suggestion that there is in American
culture a desire to escape into an ersatz, less stressful
version of reality, are concepts which bear upon the central
aesthetic and ethical tenets of his writing. He has said that
'without art, it is impossible to interpret reality . . . the
degeneration of art and language leads to the decay of Jjudge-
ment'.2 Bellow's novels have shown an increasing concern with
the haemorrhage to 'real reality' in America, caused by that
culture's indifference to anything but what Charles Olson
once called the 'poor crawling actuarial "real"'.3 The novel-
ist must, Bellow believes, 'find enduring intuitions of what
things are real and what things are important. His business
is with these enduring intuitions which have the power to
recognize occasions of suffering or occasions of happiness,
in spite of all distortions and blearing'.4 There is in
Bellow's thought none of that philosophical scepticism about
the nature of reality which has so characterized the post-
modern literary aesthetic over the past twenty-five years.5
Reality is not philosophically problematic for Bellow; it is,
rather, cognitively available, is 'all too obvious and palp-
able' to the mind which rigorously agrees to seek an authent-
ic relationship with it. Bellow's fiction takes as one of its
explicit concerns the access to reality, the need to appre-
hend its essence.

Saul Bellow's critique of what passes for reality in




American culture is carried through by using the novel as
his means of exposing the inauthenticity of the everyday,
that system of reality which is dominant in American 1life.
This system derives its imperatives from the worlds of
business, technology, entrepreneurial guile, from the sub-
misgsion of the humanistic channels of thought to the ascend-
ancy of scientific rationalism. Bellow does not deny that
this pragmatic and empirical system of values has its place,
but his fiction clarifies the extent to which the dominance
of such values acts to repress that competing mode of appre-
hension contingent upon the full deployment of the spirit
and the soul of man, as well as upon what E.M.Forster called
'the tender core of the heart that is so seldom used'.6 'To

have a soul, to be one--that today is a revolutionary defiance
’ be y 3

: - I . : . : .
of received opinion', so Bellow believes. His fiction is one

that argues for a transcendental right of way, a means for
man to retrieve himself from his fall into the quotidian.

George Luké&s, writing in The Theory of the Novel, describes

a position very close to Bellow's own:

The abandonment of the world by God
manifests itself in the incommensurability
of soul and work, of interiority and
adventure--in the abgence of a transcenden-
tal 'place' allotted to human endeavour.
There are, roughly speaking, two types of
such incommensurability: either the soul 1is
narrower or it is broader than the outside
world assigned to it as the arena and sub-
stratum of its actions . . . In the nine-
teenth century, the other type of the nec-

essarily inadequate relation between soul



and reality became the important one: the
inadequacy that is due to the soul's being
wider and larger than the destinies which
life has to offer it.8

This 'inadequate relation between the soul and reality',
between 'soul and work' is at the centre of Bellow's fiction.
The kinds of discourse sganctioned by the world of work, of
businegs and of political affairs, are ones which esteem
rational, empirical, scientific categories of thought. The
ascendancy of such categories in the language of public 1ife
leads to a narrowing or trivialization of man's spiritual
being which becomes increasingly privatized. Such is the
dilemma faced by the majority of Bellow's embattled heroes.
As I argue throughout this dissertation, they are forced into
strategies of withdrawal, of necessary disengagement from

a public 1life that denies and corrupts the spirit.

Bellow foresees man's future as dependent upon the
possibilities for intimate human interaction and the honest
communication of emotional states. My study of his fiction
concludes, however, that he does not place much, if any,
faith in the regenerative promicses of a communal ethic. As
long as the American people are seduced by an irresponsible,
basely-babbling phalanx of media agencies, as long as
communication and entertainment culture (too often these
are indistinguishable) contribute to the wholesale'degenera-
tion of art and language', Bellow's heroes must face the
lonely character of their enlightenment. Not only does the
spiritual potential of man suffer, but his capacity to under-
stand moral realities is also terribly undermined as a result

of this partial consciousness. The oppression of language,



its confinement to low denotative uses and the abgsence of
a category of speech which could make gpiritual matters
demotic and available to common digcourse, leads to a dan-
gerous distortion of reality, a half-life from which the
likes of Corde and Herzog must extricate themselves. In

this passage from To Jerusalem and Back, Bellow indicts all

those who contribute to this distortion of the real:

OQur media make crisis chatter out of
news and fill our minds with anxious
phantoms of the real thing--a summit
in Helsinki, a treaty in Egypt, a
constitutional crisis in India, a
vote in the U,N., the financial coll-
apse of New York . . . Worse yet,
what is going on will not let us
alone. Neither the facts nor the

deformations, the insidious plat-

itudes of the media (tormenting be-

cause the underlying realities are so

9

terrible), can be screened out.
The nerve-consuming Jjournalism of our existence is omni-
present. Bellow once said that 'the modern revolution can
no longer be a revolution of machinery. It will have to do

10 His fictional heroes have more

with the internal state'.
and more come to appear as revolutionaries of this sort.
Their efforts to modify the reality of their lives have led
them towards bold reorientations. We think of Charlie
Citrine's involvement with theosophy and Albert Corde's
desperate attacks on Chicagoan vice in his Harper's essays.
O0f the former of these two recent heroes, Bellow has had
this to say--an effort to explain to a 'stumped' interviewer

what it was that drew Citrine towards his interest in medita-

tion and mysticism:




'Tt was, in a word, the recognition

that everything which Charlie had
taken to be commonsensical, realistic,
prudent, normal--his ambitions, marr-
iage, love affairs, possessions,
business relations--was a mass of
idiocies. "A serious human 1ife? This!
You've got to be kiddingl" And from
demonic absorption in the things of
this world, he turns to an invisible
world in which he thinks his Being

may be founded. Is there, in fact,

any basis for religion other than the
persistence of the supersensible?
"Science" with the aid of modern

philosophy--what we call the positive

outlook--has driven the "invigible"
into the dark night where enlighten-
ment says it belongs . . . Charlie
Citrine doegs not accept being intim-

idated by the representatives of

"scientific" respectability'.H

Here again we find the castigation of that restrictive
reality founded upon scientific reasoning. Citrine's
rejection of the normative world of being and doing
seriously disturbed a large number of Bellow's critics
who had the author billed as a robust liberal humanist.
However, as I mention below and at a number of appro-
priate points throughout this study, I am unable to follow
the argument of those who would describe Bellow's
philosophical nature as liberal humanist in complexion.
Citrine's private secession from the consensus of his
time implies a dismissal of humanism with its emphasis

upon the strength of community and its sceptical regard



for the supernatural.

Bellow's work has, of course, attracted a huge body
of critical attention. Almost all of it unites in regard-
ing Bellow as a humanist, one whose art confirms and cele-
brates the ultimately benevolent and malleable character
of man rather than his recalcitrance, one whose ideals
ultimately turn upon an axiomatic belief in community and
the ameliorative prospects that lie within a this-wordly
arena. There is certainly a critical consensus that in-
sists on regarding Bellow's fiction as essentially affirm-
ative and promissory. The most recently published book-
length study of Bellow's work can assume the existence of

a consensus of this kind in & passing reference to 'the

12

usual Bellow movement toward utopian regeneration'; and

I take the following to be an exact summa of the main-
stream response to Bellow's fiction over the last forty
years:

What distinguishes Bellow from many other
contemporary American novelists is the
tension he manages to create between the
actual world and the trust he puts in man.
He does not exclude from his fiction the
violent, chaotic, corrupt, and dangerous
world he sees out there; he plants his
characters firmly in it. But he does not
describe the situation as totally hope-
less and absurd; nor does he give us an
interpretation of history as ineluctably
leading to utter destruction. Sarcasm and
nihilism are not his cup of tea. Reason,
human reason, is still of paramount

importance to Bellow, for it enables man



to understand . . . In 3Bellow's novels,
therefore, the individual is seen in
conflict with society and with himself.

But Bellow remains well within the

humanist tradition. Indeed he is congscious
of the chaos of the world and of the
arbitrary quality of civilised society;

he perceives contradictions, paradoxes,
even inhuman monstrosities in everyday
activities, but he sees no choice for man
but to go on 1living among those elements.
He sees escape or refusal as impossible or
impractical . . . Man is shown as capable
of altering his condition. Bellow's heroes
suffer defeats, certainly; but their salva-
tion is in turning those experiences, which
could be disastrous, into acceptable

stances.13

Such is the received critical wisdom. The above passage

was published in 1981 and thus could not have taken account

of The Dean's December (1982); but it is difficult to under-

stand the writers' surety in describing Bellow as 'well

within the humanist tradition' when Humboldt's Gift is such

a clear annunciation of mystical and numinous predisposi-
tions. Critics are, however, reluctant to diverge from
well-trodden ideological fox-runs--in spite of evidence
that the bird may have flown the coop.

Bellow's eminence in the academy has been due in no
small measure to his position as 'the darling of the Estab-

14

lishment', and his reputation has been based very largely
upon what the humanist critics see as his proper rejection
of pessimistic extremism. Lionel Trilling, for instance,

has applauded Bellow's dissociation 'from the company of

those writers who accept the belief that modern society is



frightful, brutal, hostile to whatever is pure in the human

15 And Bellow's humanist

spirit, a wasteland and a horror'.
vote for man could also be welcomed--particularly after the

publication in 195% of The Adventures of Augie March--as a

vote for American man and the American mythos of possibility
and regeneration. This dissertation argues, however, that
humanist criticism has falsified the living truths of his
novels and replaced them by the half-truths of intellectual
schematizing. In particular, I have found that the final
posture of accommodation to the social community, so often
attributed as a major virtue of Bellow's heroic characteriza-
tion ('he sees no choice but for man to go on living among

those elements. He sees escape or refusal as impossible or
16

impractical'), a major postulate of the author's humani st -

principles, is simply not present. One of the begt+known

studies of Bellow's work, recently reviged for a second

edition, is John Clayton's Saul Bellow: In Defense of Man.

This claims at the end of its introductory paragraphs that
only by 'entering the "shared condition of all"' can Bellow's
heroes 'hope to become worthy'.17 And another critic, in a
survey essay dealing with Bellow's contribution to 'the
heroic ideal in American literature', draws upon the consen-
sus in asserting that the hero of the author's work 'is a
hero for our time: exceptional and even courageous in his
capacity to suffer, a man who, like Herzog, may imprison
himgself "in a shameful and impotent privacy" but who event-
ually acts and enters into social intercourse with the

human race'.w” Americans 'have a great many virtuous myths

-
9

that we apply to our lives with imbecile earnestness',



Bellow once observed. The criticism of his own work has,
regrettably, fastened upon that work as a repository of
certain 'virtuous myths'; these are, it would appear,
tenaciously present in each Bellow novel, most evident
when least observable.

I believe the time has come for a frank revaluation
of Bellow's fiction. He has for too long been fepresented
as a secular evangelist, as one whoge art defends and de-
mands the capitulation to 'acceptable stances'. I hope to
show that the consensus view of Bellow, though buttressed
by a formidable constituency of critical rhetoric, is
specious and untenablefRThe reality that prevails in the

America of Herzog or The Dean's December or Mr Sammler's

Planet is revealed to be so inimical to the basic human
needs and spiritual endeavours of the respective heroes,
that they are forced towards what I take to be the

characteristic champ clos of the Bellovian hero: necessarily

withdrawn, or, at the very least rigorously and urgently
involved in an honourable, increasingly metaphysical effort
to achieve a satisfactory disengagement from the salient
iniquities of American reality and the society which allows
its existence. This search, this retrenchment, constitutes
that modification of reality denoted by the title of this
dissertation?11t marks the characters' pressing need to
restore their spiritual title to 'real reality'.

Excepted from this mould are Asa Leventhal and Augie
March. The former is distinguished by his complete ser-

vitude to the reality of meanness and spiritual emptiness

of which he is himself a victim and a contributor. In this




10

portrait of the city-dweller as neurotic, morally feeble,
and humanly impoverished, Bellow provides his most detailed
psychological drama of what he elsewhere describes as 'an

unconscious collaboration of all souls spreading madness

~

and poison'.Z’/Leventhal is a kind of pathological case-

study of the enervation inevitably attendant upon all who
are infected by their affiliations with a reality that
muzzles spiritual life and encourages heartlessness. His
acrimonious, violent struggle to stave off Allbee's inter-
ference is in some elemental way a struggle between light

and darkness. It calls to mind a passage in To Jerusalem

and Back, in which Bellow describes the hatred felt by

those whose better impulses, deeply buried, have been stung

suddenly into a briefly flaring lucency:

I have been told often by people who
should know . . . that Russian, the
language itself, is one of the strong-
holds of the human heart.. . . A
commonplace Russian conversation will
contain most affectionate expressions.
And even if you condemn people to
death you are obliged by the genius

of the language to frame the death
sentence in loving words. There would
seem to be a struggle between light
and darkness within the mother tongue,
and perhaps Russian history is in part
a rebellion against these loving ex-
pressions by which 'realistic' people
feel themselves betrayed. They speak
loving words and they may feel that a
mind stirred by love 1s dangerous.
Peril mobilizes your defenses, and
then you mur@er because your soul has

been moved.gj



Allbee surprises Leventhal into such a betrayal. It is a
betrayal into light. Leventhal's pathos, however, is that
he has been conditioned--living among 'realistic' people--

to fear, like Joseph of Dangling Man, 'the least penetrable

part' of his being, 'the seldom disturbed thickets around

r A
it

the heart'.

The Adventures of Augie March is, as my chapter dealing

with the novel clarifies, a most curious case of a book being

utterly misjudged by the reviewers and critics. Its appear-

ance gave Bellow immense popular and critical success for
the first time as its hero was acclaimed as a messiah of

the quintessentially American virtues, arisen again from

the dark fields of the literary republic. However, as I
indicate in the chapter, the reasons for the novel's success
are bound up with its historical place, its appeal to the
America of the fifties, in its challenge to the dangerous
reaction of that decade. Bellow abandoned the stylistic con-

servatism of The Victim in a manner which delighted his

readers. Augie was a picaro whose motto seemed to be sans
peur and this endeared him to all who sensed the essential
cowardice which was fuelling the political dogma of those

McCarthy-shadowed years. Three decades later, Augie March

can more truly be assessed as a novel of large weaknesses.
In a frank interview, Bellow has recently admitted some

of these weaknesses, though his most revealing remark is an
admission of the fundamental disingenuousness of his ebull-
ient hero. '"I really knew much more about darkness than I

let on"', Bellow told his interviewer, '"I had no excuse

for being such an ingenu. I felt like doing the ingenu,




12

o] =

that's all"'.“” Yet a thorough scrutiny of the narrative

can expose Augie's guilty self-knowledge to reveal that
Bellow couldn't quite 'do the ingenu' without a few guilty
peeks at the darkness beyond. I see Augie as close kin to
Leventhal, as one whose adventures speak of negation not
affirmation, as one whose approach to truth is short-lived.
He is, then, another whose 1life describes 'the American
denial of real reality . . . our refusal to face what is
all too obvious and palpable’'.

T.S.Eliot once reminded us that criticism has to do
with 'the elucidation of works of art', and that 'compar-

ison and analysis are the chief tools of the critic' used

(L

in the 'pursuit of true judgement'.fo This has always seemed

to me a vital definition of methods and aims, of what

literary criticism can and should do. The reader of this
dissertation will find that my method is substantively

exegetical. In the case of, for example, Augie March, the

revaluation could not have been achieved without a scru-
pulous attention to important parts of the narrative which
have been consistently overlooked by previous critics. But
FEliot reminds us too that the critical tools he mentions
must be used with purposive tact, must ultimately come to
judgement. I would hope that my analysis of Bellow's art
does not give the appearance of failing to judge it. His
greatness as a literary artist has always seemed to me to
be bound up with the expression of what I take to be the
major concern of his fiction. John Clayton (writing here

in an essay on Alain Robbe-Grillet) has put it well:



The writer as liberator of consciousness?

How should the writer help in our libera-

tion? First, by establishing, largely by
means of style, a realm of grace and power

that offers us a model for life lived in

its spirit. Beyond this, the writer has a
responsibility to return to us the reality
of our experience--not 'objective' reality
but the reality of our ongoing lives, real-
ity we are made to deny and forget. Insofar
as that reality is drenched in destructive
fantasy the writer must not simply pander
to our enslavement but undermine the fan-
tasies we secretly 1live by as well as those
we are told to live by. The writer may
create a world, but that world must encoun-
ter the one we share—-eitheg to challenge

)
it or to plumb its depths.”/

Bellow is at his least impressive when, as in the cases of

Augie March and Henderson the Rain King, he loses his grip

upon that 'responsibility'. But when he is in full possess-
ion of it, as he has been throughout most of his career,

he furnishes us with an art that probes and disturbs in

its vision, an art of the real which is both a developing
response to, and a definition of the intellectual, moral,

and spiritual climate of the post-war years.



CHAPTER TWO: DANGLING MAN




The opening paragraphs of Bellow's first novel dis-

close several dispositions which would become character-
istic of his fiction throughout the next forty years of
his life as a novelist. There is, firstly, the annuncia-
tion of his intention to depart from that school of
writing that had Hemingway as its founding father. 'For
this 1s an era of hardboiled-dom. Today, the code of the
athlete, the tough boy . . . that curious mixture of
striving, asceticism, and rigour . . . is stronger than
ever'. L For a writer of Bellow's intellectual complexion,
the disadvantages of this response to the stresses of
modernity were all too obvious and Joseph, the diarist-
narrator, points them out--'most serious matters are
closed to the hardboiled. They are unpractised in in-
trospection, and therefore badly equipped to deal with
opponents whom they cannot shoot like big game or outdo

in daring' (DM p.7). As Dangling Man was to demonstrate,

and as Bellow's subsequent career confirm, the essential
strategy of evasion of the inner self, so much a part of
the Hemingway code, : could not be maintained in the face
of the century's accumulation of those 'opponents' of

the self which refused to die the death. Hemingway's
heroes had fashioned a style out of inarticulacy and many
of the most memorable moments of his fiction were ones
that explored and exploited silences between people,
between man and the world of sensation. On the contrary

Joseph demands articulacy, of himself (thus his conversa-



tional foil, the Spirit of Alternatives) and of others.
One of the many arguments he has is caused by the refusal
of a former colleague to speak to him. Though they had

once been 'Comrade Joe and Comrade Jim' (DM p.26) in

their days as Communist Party members, Joseph has since

left the Party, hence the snub. However, he sees it as one
that penetrates beyond manners and social custom to

threaten the basis of human identity:

'I have a right to be spoken to. It's the
most elementary thing in the world. Simply
that. I insist on it.'

'Oh, Joseph,' said Myron.
'No, really, listen to me. Forbid one man
to talk to another, forbid him to comm-
unicate with someone else, and you've for-
bidden him to think, because . . . thought
is a kind of communication' (DM p.27).

The imperative to thought in Bellow's fiction is primary,
but, as will be argued in later chapters of this disser-
tation, the Bellow hero comes increasingly to doubt that
his particular kind of thought--humane, spiritually cog-
noscent, emotionally charged--can find a sympathetic con-
stituency in the reality of American culture. Joseph's
determination to defy the prevalent model of reality

and "talk about' his inner self, is shared by Bellow's

most recent hero, Albert Corde of The Dean's December,

though both he and Joseph are, effectively, silenced at

the close of their narratives.

If one scans any recent bibliography of Bellow



criticism, 5 it becomes immediately clear that his first

novel has received proportionately very little of that
critical attention. It can be claimed that the novel is a

short one compared to the likes of Herzog or Mr Sammler,

though wordage alone would seem a frail explanation. As

a character, Joseph hardly compels our respect in his
dealings with others, and he may make even fewer demands
upon our sympathy; he appears to be emotionally wizened,
can be gquerulous and is given to ill-considered outbursts.
The novel in which he appears 1s also aesthetically cramped
and hesitant in some ways. The conventional view sees in

it an all-too-modish likeness to the Sartrean existential

type of fiction. Bellow has himself referred to the
. L
'timidity' and formal restraint of the novel. ~ But look-

ing back on Dangling Man it appears assured compared to

the likes of The Adventures of Augie March. Though this

is the book that fixed Bellow's reputation in American
letters, it is, in my opinion, weaker in terms of co-
herence of vision and in its guise as a first-person
narrative. So, though it may be possible to argue that

Dangling Man is the weakest of its author's novels and

therefore does not merit a high degree of critical
attention, I would suggest that there may be other, less
obvious, more disturbing grounds for its neglect. The
novel ends on what is for Bellow an uncharacteristic note
of apparently clear defeat for its central character.

Andrew Waterman is one of the few critics who attempt to



assess the extent to which such a conclusion can be seen
as, in any way, representative of Bellow's fictlon as a
whole. In what is one of the best survey essays on the
author's work, he concludes that 'in his aspirations and
difficulties Joseph is an archetype for Bellow's sub-
sequent protagonists. But never again is total failure so

nakedly acknowledged as in the ironic exuberance of that

last journal entry'. 5 Writing in 1971 Waterman had not

the opportunity to include Humboldt's Gift or The Dean's

December in his survey, though both are novels which I
would read as more complex, but no less conclusive in
their status as narratives that dramatize the strategic
withdrawal of the hero from environing forces that
threaten to overwhelm him. Though one might still agree
that the nature of failure in these later works 1s not a
'naked' one, I would suggest that this has more to do
with the complexity both of character and of confronting
environment than with the extent to which they have been
defeated by that environment. Yet the vast majority of
critics who esteem Bellow do so through praise of his

humanism, his struggle 'to wring final affirmations from

life's stoniness’', 6 through what they regard as his
willingness to hold out against the trite responses of

alienation and absurdity. Dangling Man seems to finish

with no such affirmation and thereby becomes a source of
discomfiture to critics bent on such a reading of Bellow's

work as a whole, to be dismissed as 'a flourish of the
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conventional literary pessimism Bellow later disavowed'
or simply ignored altogether. There is, of course, no
reason for critics to seek a reading of a novelists's
work which includes all of it, especially, as is too often
the case, at the expense of critical integrity. Yet as the

fundamental argument of this dissertation indicates, those

critics who regarded Bellow as the last humanist battler

were similarly confounded by Humboldt's Gift and, I would

argue, by The Dean's December. Even Augie lMarch, commonly

regarded as Bellow's most affirmative novel, has been
entirely misunderstood, as my chapter on that novel dem-

onstrates. So Dangling Man's absence from, or at least

its comparatively slender coverage in the critical range
may perhaps be indicative of a more extensive misjudgement
of Bellow as one typecast as an affirmer--despite the

evidence of Dangling Man to the contrary.

The opening paragraph of Dangling Man offers another

important prefiguration of Bellow's work as a continuity.
Joseph 1s concerned about the constrictions imposed upon

those living in the 'era of hardboiled-dom':

Do you have feelings? There are correct and
incorrect ways of indicating them. Do you
have an inner 1ife? It is nobody's business
but your own. Do you have emotions?
Strangle them. To a degree, everyone obeys
this code . . . If you have difficulties,
grapple with them silently, goes one of
their commandments. To hell with that!

(DM p.7).



19

So often has he been dubbed 'novelist of the intellectuals'
8 it is often overlooked that Bellow makes strong claims
for the emotional capacity throughout his work. In his
most recent novel these claims are elevated to become the
sole means of a genuine human intercourse, offering man a
way out of the impasse created by the contamination or
exhaustion of other modes of intelligibility and commu-
nication. 'We no longer confide in each other', says
Joseph of his marital relationship, 'in fact, there are
many things I could not mention to her' (DM p.9). The

same is true of many of the spouses and siblings in
Bellow's fiction; those who ought to be most able to com-
municate on the level of deep feeling are unable to do so,
largely because one party, he or she reflecting and being
encouraged by the normative reality, refuses, or is
unable to so communicate. Thus Herzog and Madeleine,
Citrine and his brother Julius, Tommy Wilhelm and his
father Dr Adler, Augie and Simon March, and many others
are forced to withhold their deepest feelings and finer
ideas because the latter half of these pairings affect

to despise their utterance.

Utilitarian, pragmatic, positivistic, materialistic,
scientifically ordered and spiritually vapid--these are
the conditions that govern American reality and that
Bellow's heroes refuse to be governed by. Their refusals
are quiet, sometimes wearied, sometimes concealed ones;

unlike Joseph most of them cannot trade on a fund of
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future years but must take whatever final comfort they
can from the exigencies of their failures. Joseph's ironic
embrace of collectivity at the end of the novel is still

a youthful and provisional one; he still has options

to keep open, like his creator who was of a similar age

at the time of writing Joseph's story. Whereas Joseph
withdraws from self into collectivity, subsequent novels
concern central characters like Artur Sammler, in re-
treat from that latter state. Andrew Waterman ends his

survey by looking back from Mr Sammler's Planet to

Dangling Mans

Bellow's fiction has in a way come full
circle from Dangling Man, also set at a

disintegration-point of civilization, and
the circle seems to have scored defeat
deeper. Where Joseph was young and eager
for 1life, Sammler is old, about to depart
it, despite his vital concern wearied by
struggle. Where Joseph ended boxed soli-
tary into his room by the world's dense
immediacies, the latest of Bellow's long
line of ineffectual angels is forced out
almost into an extra-terrestrial void. 9

Indeed, inasmuch as Sammler's experiences have been the
hateful ones of pogrom and war, there are grounds for
seeing him as a latter-day Joseph, one whose misanthropy
and recoil from the insensibilities of mass culture have
if anything been increased through youth to age. But
Sammler has since been succeeded by Citrine and Corde,

both of whom are no less affected by those insensibilities
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but are much more exemplary in their determination to
find transcendent compensations through their forced with-

drawal from such 'dense immediacies'.

Dangling Man is, then, a novel that declares its

author's intent to face squarely in fiction the intell-
ectual and emotional categories as vital constituents of
the fully lived life. Whatever one may make of the novel's
conclusion, Joseph has an intense and assiduous awareness
of that life and how far he falls short of it. His in-
tolerance of others is largely due to the same awareness,
to his knowledge of the compromises man makes with him-
self in order to cheat that self':

But then, I may be expecting too much from

Myron. He has the pride of what he has be-

come: a successful young man, comfortable,

respected, safe for the present from those

craters of the spirit which I have lately

looked into. Worst of all, Myron has learned,

like so many others, to prize convenience.

He has learned to be accommodating. That is

not a private vice; it has ramified con-
sequences--terrible ones (DM p.31).

Bellow's fiction is full of characters who have learned

the art of accommodation to a reality that constricts
spiritual and emotional utterance while allowing them to

be successful, comfortable, safe--for the present. Joseph's
angry denunciation above can in many ways be regarded as
that which fuels Bellow throughout the rest of his fic-

tion. It is there, unabated, in dean Corde's fierce
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as prizing convenience above all other decision-making
criteria. Corde rocks the boat badly and so is disposed
of by being himself expelled from it. Though Joseph is
both too young and socially unimportant to cause any
similar disturbances at the cultural centre, his vision
is true enough to see into the falsities of that reality

and the extent of his own and others' complicity with it.

Dangling Man offers a portrait of a man of thought

though its drama arises from the revelation that thought
and reason are insufficient guards against those 'oppo-
nents' which well up inside the consciousness and threaten

to overwhelm the character's sense of reality. The novel's

ma jor dialectic is that between reason and emotion and
this debate is sustained, to varying degrees, throughout
the rest of Bellow's fiction. Joseph's rationalism is
severely tested by his lonely sequestration, and one of
his Jjustifications for restoring himself to the world at
the end is an emotional one, through his understanding
that 'goodness is achieved not in a vacuum, but in the
company of other men, attended by love' (DM p.75). His
self-enquiries lead to what he calls 'the least pene-
trable part of me, the seldom disturbed thickets around

the heart' (DM p.56). But if these emotional centres are
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almost invulnerable, the same cannot be said for those
products of reason and thought, his beliefs, which ‘are
inadequate, they do not guard me'. These give him little
protection from 'the chaos I am forced to face' (DM
p.102). It is this battle between reason and emotion that
rages within him, as demonstrated by conversations such
as this with his alter ego, the Spirit of Alternatives:

'You want me to trust Unreason?'

'T want nothing; I suggest...'

'Feelings?'

'You have them, Joseph.'

'Instincts?’

'And instincts.'

'T know the argument. I see what you're after.'

'What?'

'That human might is too small to pit against

the unsolvables. Our nature, mind's nature,

is weak, and only the heart can be relied on'
(DM p.112).

Joseph attempts to construct his reality upon the reason
and the fruits of dispassionate thought, but his re-
corded experience is an account of just how boggy and un-
reliable such a basis can be. His penultimate diary entry
shows he has discovered the insubstantiality of a reality
founded upon the reason alone. And yet, paradoxically,
one of the truths his experience reveals to him is that
this rather solipsistic reality is in many ways more
authentic than that reality subscribed to by 'wide agree-
ment' (DM p.158). What he lacks is free access to those

'seldom disturbed' provinces of the heart.



24

John J. Clayton, in an essay on Robbe-Grillet, con-
cludes with a passage that could serve equally well as an
introduction to Bellow's contribution to the representa-

tion of reality in fiction:

The writer as liberator of consciousness?
How should the writer help in our libera-
tion? First, by establishing, largely by
means of style, a realm of grace and power
that offers us a model for life lived in
its spirit. Beyond this, the writer has a
responsibility to return to us the reality
of our experience--not 'objective' reality
but the reality of our ongoing lives, re-
ality we are made to deny and forget. In-
sofar as that reality is drenched in des-
tructive fantasy the writer must not simply
pander to our enslavement but undermine the
fantasies we secretly live by as well as
those we are told to live by. The writer
may create a world, but that world must
encounter the one we share--either to cha-

llenge it or to plumb its depths. 5

In Dangling Man Bellow was already at work realizing this

responsibility. Joseph, by the end of his narrative, is
in full possession of that 'reality we are made to deny
and forget' but he lacks the courage to resist further
‘enslavement'. In his penultimate diary entry Joseph
records a vision he had had, what he describes as 'one of

11 It is a

those consummating glimpses' (DM p.158).
vision that penetrates into the very marrow of what he

had formerly been happy to call the 'facts of simple




existence' (DM p.158); it is one of such uncommon clarity

that Joseph worries for his sanity:

The room, delusively, dwindled and became a
tiny square, swiftly drawn back, myself and
all the objects in it growing smaller. This
was not a mere visual trick. I understood
it to be a revelation of the ephemeral agree-
ments by which we live and pace ourselves

. . this place . . . had great personal
significance for me. But it was not here
thirty years ago. Birds flew through this
space. It may be gone fifty years hence.
Such reality, I thought, is actually dan-
gerous, very treacherous. It should not be
trusted. And I rose rather unsteadily from
the rocker, feeling that there was an
element of treason to common sense in the
very objects of common sense (DM p.158).

According to Joseph's reasoning, the only basis for
trusting the phenomenal world is through the membership
of a community of persons; through such collaboration
one can partake of 'the necessary trust, auxiliary to
all sanity ' (DM p.158). But Bellow has here allowed
Joseph to stumble into a very ironic piece of casuistry;
that there is good reason to doubt common sense per-
ceptions when the ephemerality of the 'agreements' has

worn thin is more an argument against this process of
mystification, those 'fantasies we are told to live by',

than it is a validation of it. And in a dialogue with

his Spirit of Alternatives, Joseph touches upon a

conception of freedom that becomes ironically pertinent
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to an understanding of his final epiphany. He tells the
Spirit that humanity cannot bear the burden of freedom
and that in any case 'it is not even real freedom, be-
cause it is not accompanied by comprehension' (DM p.139).
With his vision at the novel's close he 1is in possession
of all the ontological knowledge necessary to approach
this comprehension but rejects it as being treasonable,

a force of self-destruction.

Joseph's conundrum that 'the worlds we sought were
never those we saw; the worlds we bargained for were never
the worlds we got' (DM p.21) adequately sums up the nature
of reality for many Bellow protagonists. We think of Asa
Leventhal's tidy but strained existence crumbling beneath
Allbee's intimidating presence, of Tommy Wilhelm's anguish
at the hands of the charlatan Tamkin, of Henderson's entry
into the mythic and fabulous world of King Dahfu. All
these characters come to realize the necessary pains of
withdrawal from the reality subscribed to by collective
assent. Like Joseph, they are exposed to 'the diversified
splendours, the shifts, the excitements, and also the
common neutral matter of an existence' (DM p.24). The
nature of reality is continually problematical for such
characters as it discloses itself both variously and ob-
scurely. Joseph's most characteristic trait, a confound-
ing lassitude, is described by him in terms which suggest
his confused sense of what is real and what is hallucina-

tory--'I have begun to notice that the more active the



rest of the world becomes, the more slowly I move, and
that my solitude increases in the same proportion as its
racket and frenzy . . . it is a real, a bodily feeling

. . this will pass if I ignhore it. I have always been

subject to such hallucinations . . . it can be carried

foo far, perhaps, and damage the sense of reality' (DM

pp.10-11).

The sense of reality is often an embattled one in

Dangling Man as it has to be, given Joseph's intention

to subject 1t to his unremitting gaze. In his book City
of Words, Tony Tanner persuades us that 'the true act of
recognition is more profound than any act of invention,

and the greatest achievement of any invention or art work

is when it frees you into a recognition of reality . . .
the art which frees you into a true recognition of what

1a One of Bellow's strengths as a

is already there'.
writer is his ability to perceive and dramatize that most
fundamental of recognitions, the pure recognition of an
authentic and immarcescible reality, a state of ex-
perience untouched by the conventionally diluted and
wholly disingenuous ways of seeing and behaving. Joseph
has the access to this reality, but he rarely achieves
the captivating lyricism of a Corde or a Herzog in his
descriptions of this state. This is largely due to his
rebarbative nature, one result of which is his captious

dealings with relatives and friends. One senses that this

side of him, that emotionally 'least penetrable' part has
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at least been leavened by his experience alone and it
might be argued that in this case his narrative cannot
be wholly regarded as a record of defeat. For though we
are forced to share in the privations and the gathering
claustrophobia of his life, this closure is still in-
frequently relieved by brief, though satisfying glimpses
of a physical world experienced as if for the first time.
The contrast between these rare moments and the dulled
state they briefly usurp is extraordinarily effective--
and shocking, in the sense of being sensually arresting
and euphoric:

The air had a brackish smell of wet twigs

and mouldering brown seed-pods, but it was

soft, and through it rose, with indistinct

but thrilling reality, meadows and masses

of trees, blue and rufous stone and re-

flecting puddles. After dark, as I was re-

turning, a warm, thick rain began falling

with no more warning than a gasp. I ran
(DM p.136).

In this strangely sensitive state, the environment becomes
abnormally expressive and the frisson that Joseph ex-
periences as a subtle 'thrilling reality' is given its
evocative power because it is not apprehended as a mere
simple fact of existence, but rather as a manifestation

of life's extraordinary beauty. This ability to reach
behind manufactured and jaded responses to experience and
to arrive at a virginal apprehension is an aptitude often

possessed by Bellow's heroes.



So Joseph has not been wholly diminished by his

extreme introspection. Indeed, his eventual inability to
detach himself from a reality validated by 'wide agree-
ment' but, nevertheless, spurious is as much Bellow's
indictment of such institutionalized indoctrination as
of Joseph's personal flaws. In his essay of 1963, 'Where
Do We Go From Here', Bellow condemned the vitiating in-
fantilism at the heart of modern American society, an
immaturity of energy and spirit:

Almost nothing of a spiritual, ennobling

character is brought into the internal life

of a modern American by his social in-

stitutions. He must discover it in his own

experience, by his own luck as an explorer,

or not at all. Society feeds him, clothes

him, to an extent protects him, and he is

its infant. If he accepts this state of

infancy, contentment can be his. But if
the idea of higher functions comes to him,

he is profoundly unsettled. 13

We can distinguish in all this the ideological foundation
of many Bellow situations: the bursting of Henderson's
'spiritual sleep', his profound unsettlement being vaguely
articulated through his inner voice complaining 'I want,

I want' and more recently Charlie Citrine's view of him-
self as a modern-day Rip Van Winkle who had been 'asleep
in spirit' for most of his life. And Bellow includes in

Dangling Man descriptions that objectify Joseph's im-

paired sense of reality. The controlling metaphors and



images are those of the jungle and a spiritually somno-

lescent race; these were tropes that Bellow was to return
to again and again throughout his later fiction in an
effort to suggest the teeming squalor, moral and physical,
of urban civilization in all its effeteness and latent

depravity:

I moved towards the corner, inhaling the
odours of wet clothes and of wet coal, wet
paper, wet earth, drifting with the puffs

of fog. Low, far out, a horn uttered a

dull cry, subsided . . . I heard behind me
the clicking of a feminine stride and, for

a moment, thought that Iva had come after
me, but it was a stranger who passed at the
awning of the corner store, her face made
bleary by the woolly light and the shadowy
fur-piece at her throat. The awning heaved;
twists of water ran through its rents. Once
more the horn bawled over the water, warning
the lake tugs from the headlands. It was not
hard to imagine that there was no city here
at all, and not even a lake but, instead, a
swamp and that despairing bawl crossing it;
wasting trees instead of dwellings, and
runners of vine instead of telephone wires
(DM pp.78-79).

Similarly, the opening paragraph of The Victim, with its

suggested picture of New York teeming with 'barbaric
fellahin' (VM p.9) amidst a jungle-like landscape, is
intended to underline the extent to which an accepted
reality can quickly lose its contours and be replaced by

an apparition more chimeric, more primitive. Joseph's



vision above of the modern wasteland with its plangent,

funereal sounds is a reflection of his own troubled re-
lationship with reality. It contains the ghostly figure
of the 'stranger . . . her face made bleary by the woolly
light'; the image suggests somnambulism and lack of
identity but also, significantly, it is suggested that
the bleariness is caused by external atmospherics and the
'shadowy fur-piece'. This image-complex is commensurate
with Bellow's critique of those citizens who allow them-
selves to be made spiritually bleary by the 'woolly light'
of their society's institutional vapidity. And the figure
of the jungle inevitably calls to mind that of its ex-
plorers, its adventurers (a metaphor which is itself re-

peatedly used by Bellow in Dangling Man; Joseph savours

the irony of his inertia, or at least his physical in-
ertia, comparing himself to those who 'seem to know ex-
actly where their opportunities lie; they break prisons
and cross whole Siberias to pursue them. One room holds
me' (DM p.76). He is an adventurer of spiritual and ex-
istential terrain who nevertheless has one eye on the

ones who 'fly planes or fight bulls or catch tarpon' and
there is, perhaps, a sense in which his joining the army
can be seen as delayed induction into such an adventurer-
corps), only in this metaphorical jungle the explorer bent
upon finding a more spiritually advanced/}eality must make
his discoveries outside ('in his own experience, by his

own luck') rather than inside the wilderness.



Finally, however, Joseph draws back from the fruits

of his unflagging quest to 'know what I myself am' (DM
p.99). He has been 'the earnest huntsman of himself' (DM
p.99) and has found he lacks the stamina and the valour
to sustain himself in the face of unpalatable truths. But
though the cruel irony of the novel's conclusion appears
to signal Joseph's absolute renegation of that freedom he
had formerly prized so highly, the pessimism of all this
is mitigated by certain factors. Joseph himself is not
convinced he is taking the right path, only the inevit-
able one and his speculations about his future are accor-

dingly tentative:

I had not done well alone. I doubted whether
anyone could. To be pushed upon oneself en-
tirely put the very facts of simple existence
in doubt. Perhaps the war could teach me,

by violence, what I had been unable to learn
during those months in the room. Perhaps I
could sound creation through other means.
Perhaps (DM p.158).

Joseph will not become a sleepwalker. He has made a
studied decision, aware of its implications if not its
consequences, and is likely to remain a man 'keenly in-
tent on knowing what is happening to him' (DM p.22).
And if, as I argued above, the novel is seen as an ar-
gument between the competing claims of reason and emo-
tion, then it would appear that Joseph has conceded the
insufficiency of his earlier adherence to reason as the

predominating principle of his existence. Earlier in the



narrative he strives to find an answer to the ultimate

questions of existence, an answer which would incorporate
reason and avoid the necessity of 'sacrificing the mind'
to religious faith. Interestingly, reason is seen as a
kind of antithesis to, or even a defence against the im-
portunate stirrings of the heart:

was there no way to attain that answer ex-

cept to sacrifice the mind that sought to

be satisfied? From the antidote itself

another disease would spring. It was not

a new matter, it was one I had frequently

considered. But not with such a desperate

emotion or such a crucial need for an

answer. Or such a feeling of loneliness.

Out of my own strength it was necessary

for me to return the verdict for reason,

in its partial inadequacy, and against the
advantages of its surrender (DM p.56).

Joseph's final decision in the narrative may be regarded,
then, as a revision of this earlier 'verdict'. He does
not throw over his respect for the rational, but rejects
it as a lonely sustaining principle. His decision to seek
out that 'necessary trust' (DM p.158), derived from
community, as a defence against the potential mania pro-
voked by absolute rationalism, suggests a new openness

to emotional intercourse as a vital ingredient of reality.
To deny his emotional nature in pursuit of an even great-
er philosophic asceticism would be, he sees, perverse.
The characters in Bellow's subsequent fiction who make

such denials are invariably the villains of the piece;
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for example one thinks of Madeleine Herzog,Tommy Wilhelm's
father and Dewey Spangler; these are all characters who
see emotional articulation as a self-indulgence, a weak-

ness. In this way, then, Dangling Man establishes the

terms of Bellow's debate, to be pursued throughout all

his subsequent fiction.

Robert Scholes has offered the astute observation
that 'all fiction contributes to cognition by providing

us with models that reveal the nature of reality by their

14

very failure to coincide with it'. In Dangling Man the

nature of reality is revealed by a discrepancy of this
kind. Throughout the narrative Joseph has been on the
margins of the normative, a fractious, often violent man
in his reactions to the othodox codes of conduct and that
model of reality he finds so anathematic--lMyron's 'con-
venient' and 'accommodating' world. It may be argued that
Joseph's rejection of the 'hardboiled' is short-lived

and that life in the army would appear to offer a very
hardboiled existence. Yet, as I have suggested, one of
the hoped-for features of the life ahead which attracts
him to it is the opportunity to extricate himself from the
lonely and enfeebled silence which has increasingly come
to be his condition. And, ironically, almost impercep-
tibly, his dangling days have begun to incorporate some
of the very features he had disparaged in the hardboiled
--unwillingness to accept the succour of others in favour

of 'a close-mouthed straightforwardness' (Joseph is



continually rejecting the help of friends and family), a

rather grim stoicism, and above all an environing silence
which is the token of his self-imposed estrangement. In
the end he has become as hardboiled as those he sought

to condemn. In all these ways, the conclusion can be re-
garded as much less than a defeat for Joseph's develop-
ment as a human being. Significantly, the specific

moment of his decision to end his dangling is marked by
his inspiring the warm spring air, 'and I recognized that
the breath of warm air was simultaneously a breath of
relief at my decision to surrender' (DM p.152). His life
had truly become an asphyxiating one, without reward and,

eventually, without justification.



CHAPTER THREE: THE VICTIM
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Bellow is fond of telling interviewers that Dangling

Man he considers to be his B.A. and The Victim his Ph.D.1

As a doctoral presentation The Victim perhaps lacks some-

thing in originality for, as many have noted, its plotting
and characterization owe a good deal to Dostoyevsky's The

Double and The Eternal Husband. Yet the influence of the

great Russian writer, one of Bellow's acknowledged mentors,
does not seriously diminish the striking dramatic achieve-
ment of this novel of moral and psychological forces made
actual. It is for me the finest of Bellow's shorter novels,
a work which gives us his most subtle use of point of view,
a novel that combines comic irony with a setting in which
New York is made to express Asa Leventhal's predisposition
towards the neurasthenic and the impalpably hostile. He is
in many ways the least likeable of all the author's major
characters, querulous, ill-mannered and humanly meagre, a
Jew without any of the fine Jewish qualities, certainly
with none of the sound exegetical facility so often found
in the Jewish male. He is, as one of this novel's other
Jewish characters says, the product of a 'ghetto psychology'.2
Whereas Joseph was one 'keenly intent on knowing what
was happening to him', Leventhal possesses an 'intelligence
not greatly interested in its own powers' (VM p.l5). He
prizes the existential safety provided by such cognitive
sloth and the novel can be understood as a series of inci-
dents throughout which Leventhal strives to remain protected

behind a cordon sanitaire of the mind. Though Kirby Allbee




penetrates those defences, the breach is momentary and is

repaired by the return of Leventhal's wife who re-imposes
the routine, the specious reality of Leventhal's life.

In his most recent published interview Bellow
appears to confirm my own reading of the novel Seize the
Day, giving us the proper terms with which to describe

Tommy Wilhelm's conclusive act when he, 'the bon enfant

making his last hopeless stand, cheated by Tamkin, re-
jected by his father, enters a funeral parlor to have a
good cry over the death of his cherished ideals. You can
get took. You can die of it, lie in a coffin. So much for
Tommy Wilhelm, who trustingly (or lazily) surrendered his
soul to the milder, vaguer view'.3 An apt description too,
I believe, of Leventhal's surrender. In this sense he is

a precursor of Augie March as well as Wilhelm, as my subse-

quent discussion of The Adventures of Augie March will

show. But whereas Wilhelm is ultimately confronted by
disabling forces which release the grim honesty of his
tears, both Augie and Leventhal are allowed to relapse
into states of continuing evasion and indifference. If
Wilhelm is, in Bellow's phrase, 'a sufferer by vocation',u
Leventhal, like Joseph's friend Myron Adler, has come to

appreciate the tepid rewards accompanying *the milder,

vaguer view'. The Victim shows Bellow dealing with a major

character who, alone amongst the principal actors in the
rest of his fiction (with the probable exception of Augie

March) experiences no durable enlightenment, embodies no
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regenerate promises, enshrines no authorial confidence.
Where Joseph has fought the good fight and Wilhelm has
lost it, Leventhal would prefer to remain in the dressing-
room.

Overall, Bellow's fiction has been distinguished by
large and heroic characters, their names giving title
to the narratives they dominate. But Asa Leventhal is
given no such eponymous status. There may even be a fault
in too easily associating his predicament with the condition
denoted by the novel's title. At the very least he is forced
to share victim status with a good many others in the book.
And because I cannot follow the argument of those critics
who regard this novel as centrally concerned with anti-
Semitism,5 I would suggest that Leventhal is further under-
mined by having his Jewishness travestied (by other charac-
ters and by Bellow's third-person narrator) as well as
being seen to travesty that Jewishness himself in various
public ways. Leventhal and Allbee exchange racial plati-
tudes--Allbee, for example, jabs Leventhal with this:

'you people take care of yourselves before
everything. You keep your spirit under lock
and key. That's the way you're brought up .

. Nothing ever tempts you to dissolve your-
self. What for? What's in it? No percentage'
(VM pp.130-131).

Leventhal, as usual, is confounded and outraged, his
'expression was uncomprehending and horrified. His fore-
head was wrinkled. His heart beat agonisingly and he fal-

tered out, "I don't see how you can talk that way. That's




just talk. Millions of us have been killed. What about

that?"* (VM p.131). The description of his 'uncomprehending

and horrified' features is important. Allbee's assault has
been formulaic, his charge of spiritual parsimony an anti-
Semitic slur made hoary through history. Yet Leventhal
'‘uncomprehending' is felled by it even while he seems to
understand it, correctly, as 'just talk'. The shuddering
glibness of his reply, served up with the childish taunt
'what about that' is also, more chillingly, 'just talk'.
In a scene like this Bellow shows a brilliant, scoring

wit, with Leventhal the target even as he utters the

statement of final, awful defence. The fact that he does
not wait for Allbee's reply to that statement, even though
'he seemed to be waiting for a reply', is damning. Indeed,
at the start of the next chapter he is angry with himself
for 'he felt he had answered stupidly' (VM p.123). We are
told that before Allbee's reply could be given (an impor-
tant point this, implying as it does that there is a way
of responding to what would seem the Gentile's irreducible
guilt) Leventhal 'turned and walked away rapidly . . . his
stout body shaken by the unaccustomed gait'--and shaken too,
the reader might suppose, by the pain of having just shot
himself in the foot.

Earlier in the narrative Leventhal's touchiness about
anti-Semitism spills over into a conversation he is having
with Stan Williston. His imputation that Williston is un-

wittingly a party to the perpetuation of racist sentiment



is clearly an unwarranted piece of ugly thinking, and one

that rather shows the extent to which Leventhal himself

is afflicted by the stereotypes of racial slanging:

'You think that he burned me up and I

wanted to get him in bad. Why? Because

I'm a Jew; Jews are touchy, and if you

hurt them they won't forgive you. That's

the pound of flesh. Oh, I know you think

there isn't any room in you for that;

it's superstition. But you don't change

anything by calling it superstition®

(VM p.104).
Williston responds with remarkable self-control to what is
by any standards a highly offensive slander, telling Lev-
enthal that *'the Jewish part of it is your own invention'.
And the narrative as a whole shows how fully Leventhal is,
in point of fact, touchy, unforgiving, how he himself re-
inforces the very ‘'superstitions' he mistakenly finds in
Williston. This irony is further stressed in the three-
cornered discussion Leventhal has in the café. Here the
criticism of Leventhal is carried through by fellow Jews
Harkavy and Goldstone. Leventhal has argued that Disraeli
has no claim to greatness since he rose to power 'in spite
of the fact that he was a Jew, not because he cared about
empires so much'. Disraeli he believes had seen his Jew-
ishness as 'a weakness' and had tried to efface it-t“"people
laughed at his nose, so he took up boxing; they laughed at
his poetic silk clothes, so he put on black"*. He will not

allow that Disraeli achieved more than passing the 'test’
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posed by overcoming the impediments faced by the Jew wishing
to succeed in Anglo-Saxon public life. Instead of expunging
his Jewish identity, Leventhal argues that Disraeli would
have done better to proclaim it. Apart from the validity

or otherwise of the argument itself (both Harkavy and Gold-
stone take issue with its soundness. Harkavy believes Dis-
raeli was 'a credit to them /the English/ and to us®' and
Goldstone thinks that he 'showed Europe that a Jew could

be a national leader® (VM p.115)), Leventhal's attitude

to the matter once again reveals his touchiness, his mean-
mindedness (*"Why should we admire people like that? Things
that are life and death to others are only a test to them.
What's the good of such greatness?"® (VM p.116)), and his
tendency to reinforce the stereotypes of Jewish behaviour.
So Harkavy rebukes him on just this score--'"why, you're
succumbing yourself to all the things that are said against
us"' (VM p.117). And towards the end of the narrative Har-
kavy has cause to remember the discussion, telling Leven-
thal that he had '"never seen such an exhibition of ghetto
psychology. The attitude you took towards Disraeli amazed
me"* (VM p.217).

As far as I am aware, no critic has noticed the extent
to which Bellow undermines Leventhal's sense of his Jew-
ishness, assuming rather that because Leventhal is a Jew
he is Bellow's spokesman. Nothing could be further from the
truth. Leventhal is the worst kind of Jew who uses his

identity in an irresponsible, churlish and damaging way.
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Because he is weak as an individual he tries to aggrandize
himself by hiding behind the powerful stereotypes of persecu-
tion. In a late conversation with Harkavy we see an example
of this sort of cowardice as Leventhal calumniates Allbee

in order to defend his decision to intercede on Allbee's
behalf with Shifcart, the actors' agent. Given the way he

has previously represented (or, more properly, misrepresent-
ed) the history of his affairs with Allbee, he needs to
defend what appears to be a weakness in acceding to Allbee's

request:

'And where does he get the idea that
Shifcart can help him?'

Though he knew he was making a mistake,
Leventhal said, and to some extent it

was involuntary, 'lI think he believes

it's all a Jewish setup and Shifcart can
pull strings for him ... Jews have
influence with other Jews.'

'No'!' Harkavy cried. 'No!' His hands

flew to his head. 'And you're trying to
do something for him?. . . Boy, do you
know what this does to my opinion of you?
Are you in your right mind?

His horror shook Leventhal. .

Leventhal silently reproached himself.
'That was a real mistake. I shouldn't have
said that. Why did I let it slip out? I'm
not even sure Allbee means that' (VM pp.228-229).

There are two important points to remark here. Harkavy's
response shows how Bellow again uses other Jewish characters

in order to condemn Leventhal's irresponsibility with re-




43

gard to matters of race. But also, most significantly,
Leventhal's final reflection above would appear to come very
close to exonerating Allbee of anti-Semitism in his eyes.

At the very least he is beginning to doubt Allbee's male-

volence in this respect. An attentive reading of The Victim

at any rate shows how wide of the mark critics have been
in their treatment of the Jewish issues raised by Bellow.
Maxwell Geismar offers a view which comes close to the
truth, noting that 'Leventhal seems to have inherited all
the pain and suffering of his moral tradition with none
of its resources . . . the whole "Jewish" concept in this
hero . .. is so close to paranoia and madness . . . that

6 Robert

it is no longer, in the historic sense, Jewish'.
Alter, in a fine essay in his book on modern Jewish writing

After the Tradition, also sees through the smoke-screen of

point-of-view, remarking that though °'The Victim gives the

appearance of being a rather conventional novel-- a story
by a Jewish writer about a Jew and an anti-Semite, with
familiar social or social-psychological implications .
there is something patently odd about Asa Leventhal's Jew-
ishness. Compare it to the Jewishness of Herzog and it
seems almost an abstraction'.7

In many ways then, Leventhal would seem an unsympathe-
tic case for treatment. Yet if he lacks even a minimal
nobility of being, if we can discover in him only trite
neuroses and puerile ways, what did Bellow hope to achieve

through the characterization of one so ignoble?
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I should here draw attention to the extent to which

my own understanding of Leventhal's characterization differs
from the consensus reading of it. The great majority of
critics would see Leventhal at the close of the narrative
as one restored to normative reality having been spiritually
and morally replenished by his testing experiences at Allbee's
hands. There are shades of disagreement over the measure of his
rehabilitation, focussing (as is so often the case with
Bellow's fiction) on the novel's epilogue and the reprise
meeting with Allbee. Whereas some regard Allbee as at best
an ambivalent creature who provokes Leventhal into confront-
ing unwelcome truths, others think of him in wholly nega-
tive terms, as embodying a principle of depravity and
failure which Leventhal is right to resist at all costs.
Thus Gabriel Josipovici, giving us Leventhal as humanist
battler:

he doesn't let Allbee drag him down

he retains his sanity and his sense of

responsibility, though not by growing

hard-boiled and ceasing to care. And in

this he is like Augie and Wilhelm and

Henderson and Herzog. They all have reason,

and more, to give up, breakdown, despair,

or grow hard, callous, indifferent to the

claims of others. Yet they do neither but

weather the blows and trust their initial

instincts.
Others argue that Leventhal and Allbee do drag each other

down, and that the novel records Leventhal's struggle to

overcome the threats to sanity and sense represented by
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Allbee and his troubled relationship with him. Tony Tanner,
for example, would have us believe that Leventhal has been
'exposed to an anarchic threat and survived, enhanced by

a deeper wisdom®.? And Richard Lehan claims that:

Leventhal is Allbee's victim so long as
he admits that he is responsible for
Allbee, he is simply weighed down by
what is base in the human nature. Each
character becomes locked in the bad faith
of the other, becomes fixed by a rela-
tionship which prevents the possibility
of change . . . becomes the absurd
victim of the other's distorted view,
until each begins grotesquely to re-
semble the other.10

Both of the above critics believe that Leventhal has in

11 John Clay-

the end come to accept 'what existence is'.
ton, too,swells the consensus interpretation of the
Allbee-Leventhal relationship as one giving rise to a
'‘danger wrought by the closeness between them'.12 Clay-

ton also finds cause to differ with Norman Podhoretz, with
whose views I essentially agree. Podhoretz can see no

great sea-change in Leventhal's orientation at the end

of the novel; instead he considers that he 'has merely
(1ike a successfully analyzed patient) learned something
about himself that has helped him come to terms with the
world and make a settlement'.13 But, for Clayton, Leven-
thal ‘'has changed permanently' and the reader of the epi-
14

logue finds him 'healthier, happier, and a father-to-be'.
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And although Clayton has the discrimination to see that
'Asa‘s change is partial', he concludes that ‘'Asa goes
much farther than Joseph in joining humanity without
surrendering to society. His success heralds the overeager

affirmation of Bellow's next novel, The Adventures of Augie

Mgggg'.l5 The comparison with Joseph is unsound, and though
the mention of Augie has a comparative validity this does not
as I pointed out previously, reflect credit on Leventhal.

At the other spectrum are those critics who are
disappointed by Bellow's handling of the epilogue. Andrew
Waterman, for instance, is concerned that 'the less troubled
"softened" state of relative maturity in which we leave
Leventhal seems unearned, as if shutting the door on All-
bee's body he has partly shut his mind on the issues it

brought live to him. As in Dangling Man, a final flourish
16

covers unresolved complexities'. Marvin Mudrick similarly
complains that Bellow fails to ‘regain our confidence at
the end by losing his own, when he shrugs off the whole
plot as a bad season through which Leventhal has safely
passed'.17 These critics fail to see that it was very much
a part of Bellow's purpose to suggest that Leventhal's
maturity is a bogus state, that it is in fact Leventhal,
rather than Bellow, who is seen to shrug off the 'plot’

of his relationship with Allbee as 'a bad season' through
which he passes. The epilogue is meant to show Leventhal

18

not 'born again, into a truer version of reality' but

as benighted as ever. Marcus Kiein comes closest to my
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own view of the matter, though I believe he understates
the opportunities for enlightenment proffered to Leventhal:
nature as transcendent reality brushes
Leventhal lightly once--for a brief moment
of half-sleep he feels the whole world
present to him and about to offer him a
mysterious, it would seem redeeming
discovery. But the discovery blows by him
and at the end of his action, having
abandoned ultimate questioning and now

re-entering a darkened theatre with his
wife, he is no closer to a notion of

reality.19

To return to my question above concerning the possible
grounds for Bellow's interest in one so unprepossessing,

I would suggest that the answer is to be found in the
developing representation of reality as we find it in
Bellow's fiction as a whole. I argue in subsequent chap-
ters of this dissertation that characters such as Herzog
and Corde have had to adopt strategies of withdrawal from
the dominant reality of American life. Leventhal is a study
of one who succumbs to that reality, who capitulates to its
management. He is a forerunner, in large-scale, of numerous
more minor characters in the later novels, of men such as
Willie Herzog, of those who subside into the bland and

the licit. Moses Herzog can 'remember a time when Willie,
too, had been demonstrative, passionate, explosive, given
to bursts of rage, flinging objects on the ground

and where had it gone, the wrath of Willie Herzog? .
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Into a certain poise and quiet humor, part decorousness,

part (possibly) slavery. The explosions had become implo-
sions, and where light once was darkness came, bit by bit'.zo
This is the state--the slavery and the darkness, modified
by something like relief at having as he would say 'got
away with it'--that we find Leventhal in at the close of

The Victim. It is a sign of Allbee's acute discernment

that he compares Leventhal to Caliban; Caliban is not
only enslaved, but deservedly so--only he proves ineducable,
resisting Prospero's efforts to enlighten him and at the

end of The Tempest he is restored to his proper place at

the foot of the hierarchy. Like Caliban, Leventhal is

infima species; he has refused enlightenment and has been

restored to the debased reality of his life.

S

Bellow's opening descriptions of Leventhal emphasize
his normal condition of apathetic vision. The description
concentrates on the eyes 'under their intergrown brows'.
These were 'intensely black and of a size unusual in adult
faces. But though childishly large they were not childlike
in expression. They seemed to disclose an intelligence not
greatly interested in its own powers, as if preferring not
to be bothered by them, indifferent; and this indifference
appeared to be extended to others. He did not look sullen

but rather unaccommodating, impassive' (VM p.1l5). This




description prepares us for the stress Bellow will place

upon Leventhal's perceptive and judgemental failures
throughout the narrative. In a recent interview Bellow

points out that one of the themes of The Dean's December

'is the American denial of real reality, our devices for

evading it, our refusal to face what is all too obvious

21

and palpable’. Throughout The Victim it becomes clear that

Leventhal's 'indifference' is just such a strategy of
defence, a means of denying known truths concerning the
affiliations between himself and others. His reality is
distorted precisely because of 'this indifference

to others'. He seeks to cultivate the sinister naivety

of his 'childishly large' eyes; but so much of the world
is inimical to that project, so much of life threatens to
overwhelm Leventhal's indifference. But as long as he can
maintain the fundamentals supporting his identity--his
marriage, his job, his apartment (with its 'heavy folds
of curtain®' which give him 'a feeling of suspension and
quietness' (VM pp.l22-123)) far above the teeming crowds
on the pavement below--he can maintain his psychic equi-
librium.

But Bellow strongly implies that Leventhal is a
generic New Yorker. The lonely, the anxious, the world-
beaten--these are the types who have become the victims of
the reality system. Among them, as M.Gilbert Porter reminds

us, we see in The Victim:

The furious husband assaulting his
unfaithful wife in the street below



Leventhal's window, the men sleeping
off their whisky on Third Avenue, lying

in doorways or on the cellar hatches,

the dead Mickey, the Yiddish pedlar

bitterly grubbing out a meagre living

as a hustler, the dishwasher with 'raw

hands and white nails' in the restroom

of the movie house, whose taste for

horror movies perhaps reflects the

conditions of his life, the elderly

Filipino busboy who moves in a daily world

of dirty dishes and steam tables, the man

bleeding to death in the subway, denied

aid by a policeman who insists on 'policy'.22
These are some of the human faces presaged by the epigraph
from De Quincey, in a sea full of 'innumerable faces, up-
turned to the heavens; faces, imploring, wrathful, despair-
ing faces that surged upward by thousands, by myriads, by
generations'. To all of these faces Leventhal would wish
to blind his eyes, fearful of the contact that might bind
him to them forever. One of the reasons he gives up attend-
ing night school is that the atmosphere attaching to the
place 'especially on blue winter nights®' together with
'the grimness of some of the students, many of them over
fifty, world-beaten but persistent . . . disturbed him’
(VM p.15). Though he is, we're told, 'frequently mindful®
of that part of humanity 'that did not get away with it--
the lost, the outcast, the overcome, the effaced, the
ruined' (VM p.22), his mindfulness is a state of fear not

compassion.
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Allbee is an emissary from this constituency of the
baleful and woebegone. Yet his appearance gives Leventhal
the chance to assert his humanity, by accepting the exis-
tence of the ties that bind him to this wider world. Just
before Leventhal sees Allbee in the park for the first time,
Bellow's narrator appears to signal a new climate of hope,
one in which even Leventhal might overcome his habitual
indifference to others. In this climate ‘'eyes seemed softer
than by day, and larger, and gazed at one longer, as though
in the dark heat some interspace of reserve had been
crossed and strangers might approach one another with a
kind of recognition' (VM p.26). Leventhal, however, fails
to discover any such liberating viewpoint. Since a very
large part of Leventhal's failure to come close to what
Klein calls 'a notion of reality' is his inability to find
a point of view which takes account of what Bellow would
call 'real reality', it is crucial that the reader is
gradually given access to a viewpoint which can author-
itatively call Leventhal's into question. And the deftness
with which Bellow controls point of view in this novel is
marvellously accomplished. In part Leventhal is undermined
in those scenes in which we see his views--of Allbee, for
example--being seriously questioned by other observers such
as Williston and Harkavy and Leventhal's brother, Max.
Leventhal, too, often has cause to revise his own points
of view as in his comments about his sister-in-law's

madness or his mother-in-law's hostility towards him. More




subtly, there are many scenes wherein the reader may see

that Leventhal's criticisms of others are ironically more
pertinent as criticisms of Leventhal himself.23 But perhaps
the most direct and damning indictment of Leventhal's
distorted judgement derives from having that judgement
exposed to Allbee's more profound and authoritative vision.
As I commented in my introduction to this chapter, most
critics have assumed that there can be little identification
between Bellow and his 'anti-Semitic' protagonist. However,
I would argue that Allbee is invested with certain privile-
ges and advantages, both intellectually and morally, which
make his point of view capable of carrying the weight of
Bellow's own.

Like Prospero in The Tempest, Allbee in many respects

plays the role of a providence in this novel. One of his
most obvious advantages is his ability to hold Leventhal
for crucial moments in a state of thrall, to create (or,
at the very least, to augment and sustain) the plot within
which Leventhal becomes embroiled. Allbee, moreover, has

a power of insight into Leventhal which the latter finds
uncanny and disturbing. Allbee also is in the mould of his
creator in his effortless ability to switch from a collo-
quial to a metaphysical idiom. On several occasions Leven-
thal remarks upon this ability, as Allbee begins to fall
'into that tone of speculative earnestness that Leventhal
detested' (VM p.169). Often, we are directed by this

'speculative earnestness' to consider subjects which are



recurring ones in Bellow's work. When Allbee deprecates

the declining ethical standards of New York 1life, his

lament sounds very like that of Artur Sammler, and Bellow

himself has often gone on record with similar judgementsg% |
'"Oh, boy'!--New York. Honour sure got started before New

York did. You won't see it at night, hereabouts, in letters

of fire up in the sky. You'll see other words. Such things

just get swallowed up in these conditions--modern life"'

(VM p.126).

Yet the majority of critics who have discussed the
novel persist in seeing Allbee as at best a maladjusted
neurotic, at worst a drunken bum. Malcolm Bradbury, for
instance, tells us that 'throughout the larger part of
the book Leventhal is pursued by the repulsive Allbee'.25
In what sense is Allbee 'repulsive'? Bradbury doesn't ela-
borate, but one may surmise that this is not just a re-
ference to his physical appearance. But if it is partly
Allbee's personal slovenliness that offends Bradbury, the
first description of Leventhal convinces us that he is
himself no paragon of sartorial taste for he appears 'dis-
hevelled, and he was even ordinarily not neat. His tie was
pulled to the side and did not close with the collar; his
shirt cuffs came out beyond his coat-sleeves and covered
his thick brown wrists; his trousers sagged loose at the
knees' (VM p.l15). Tony Tanner also contributes to Allbee's
bad press by describing him as an ‘'anti-Semitic degenerate

26

failure'. But Thab Hassan is most splenetic of all in
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his references to 'this mad and repulsive intruder' who
strikes him as not only an 'anti-Semite', but 'a suffering
and insufferable creep'.27 I would suggest that these

critics have accepted Leventhal's derisive terms of
describing Allbee and that by so doing they have shown how
partial is their understanding of the novel. It is Leven-
thal who early in his reacquaintance with Allbee refers

to him as 'a bum and a drunk®' (VM p3l). As in many other
instances Leventhal later has cause to revise this opinion.
Williston tells him that *"Allbee had stayed on the wagon"'

at Dill's, that 'he wasn't fired because he drank®' (VM p.105),
and Allbee later proves Leventhal wrong when he returns to
the apartment in sober condition. Leventhal had loaned

him five dollars, expecting him to drink it away--'"if he
takes one shot . . . he'll take two and then a dozen. That's
the way they are"* (VM p.179). Again and again one dis-
covers critics using Leventhal's judgements of other char-
acters as though these judgements were sound and valid.

So Robert Gorham Davis describes Leventhal's sister-in-

law as 'an excitable Italian woman dominated by her mother'.28
Even Leventhal himself is forced to accept how badly he

has misjudged his brother's family. Perhaps the most
charitable response to such precipitant criticism is to

see it as a case of the critics being misled by appearances.

Yet inasmuch as The Victim is precisely to do with the

kinds of damage that can be done by judging on the basis

of mere appearances, it would seem that many critics may
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be taken to task by a true reading of the novel they
pretend to understand.

From the very start of their meeting, Allbee is given
status as one of penetrating and true vision. Though Lev-
enthal sneeringly describes him as '"one of those guys
who want you to think they can see to the bottom of your
soul"*' (VM p.27), this is an accurate description. Allbee
tells Leventhal that he 'wanted to see but not be seen,
and you're mad because you got caught' (VM p.30). But any
attempt to escape from Allbee's gaze is futile. That gaze
is steadfast. At first Leventhal had used a sideways glance
in order to escape from Allbee, but he is soon caused to
regard him candidly and Allbee ‘'returned his look, exam-
ining him as he was examined, in concentration and se-
riousness' (VM p.31). This is the Bellovian vision. It is
the way Bellow himself examines his subjects and it is
the way all of those major characters most closely to be
identified with Bellow have seen into themselves and others.
But while this is Allbee's most natural form of seeing, it
is not Leventhal's. It is only while 'caught' in Allbee's
orbit that he can sustain and return such a stare. As the
third-person narrator puts it, Allbee has better 'balance’
than Leventhal. This poise is variously revealed. In
contrast to Leventhal's volatile and frequently belligerent
personality (he twice considers doing violence to Allbee
in this first scene, once before Allbee has even spoken to

him and once after he has left him; later he considers




murdering Ailbee on two separate occasions, and twice

makes impulsive physical assaults on him) Allbee displays
a calm control. Leventhal's mental equilibrium is preca-
rious. He knows that 'in his present state of mind he

was . . . easily carried away by things' (VM p.32). In

the company of others he meets socially, such as the Har-
kavys, he has to put himself through 'a bracing process’
before he can appear composed--'he was fond of them, they
were kind, but he had never been able to work out a satis-
factory balance with them' (VM p.214). And when he most
needs such composure, as when Allbee accuses him of being
responsible for his dismissal by Rudiger, his efforts 'to
keep a clear head came to nothing; he felt himself slipping
into confusion' (VM p.33).

In contrast, Allbee (that mad, repulsive, degenerate
creep) comports himself on almost all occasions with cour-
tesy, tact, and equanimity. His balance is shown in the
superb little scene of conflict which demonstrates his
subtle intelligence. Though Leventhal has already thought
of doing physical violence to Allbee, it is entirely
characteristic that his thoughts on this are comically
confused--'"if he starts something . . . I'il grab his
right arm and pull him off balance...No, his left arm and
pull towards my left; that's my stronger side"' (VM p.27).
Allbee's physical mastery over Leventhal is, however,
simple, direct, and effective:

Leventhal stared into his laughing face
and then began to walk away, whereupon
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Allbee thrust his arm straight before

him and held him back. Leventhal grasped

it, but he did not jerk according to his

plan. He felt no resistance to his grip.

It was he rather than Allbee who was off

balance, and he removed his hand (VM pp.29-30).
This literal sleight of hand immediately defuses Leventhal's
aggression while simultaneously forcing him to take novel
account of Allbee. When we try to visualize the above
tableau one of its first effects is a comic one derived
from Leventhal's momentary paralysis as he stands there
holding up Allbee's arm. But if we take it further we might
become conscious of the physical sensation experienced by
Leventhal as he feels not the expected resistance to his
grasp but something more disturbing for one of his partic-
ular anxieties, the weight of the arm which he has been
made responsible for holding. The ball, it might be said,
is suddenly in his court. Off balance again though, he
fails to return it. Once again 'Allbee had taken him by
surprise. It was surprising' (VM p.32). Or, perhaps, not
so surprising. In many ways this scene is a miniature of
the larger developments in relations between the two men
later in the novel. Throughout the narrative Leventhal is
forced to realize the weight of Allbee's presence and there
are moments when 'in concentration and seriousness' he
understands the human importance of being prepared to take

that weight.

For the most part, however, Leventhal’s errors of
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judgement and his indifference to others cause in him a
falsification of reality. Very often, with comic irony,
we hear Leventhal pronouncing upon others in senses more
fittingly applied to himself. Here, his comments on All-
bee's mental state are a perfect summa of his own defects
in that department:

it was questionable whether this queer,

beaten, probably suffering Allbee was in

control of his actions . . . haunted in

his mind by wrongs or faults of his own

which he turned into wrongs against

himself; and that stirring around of the

thoughts and feelings, that churning--

everybody experienced it, but for a man

like that it must be ugly, terrible,

those thoughts wheeling around (VM p.37).
All this from Leventhal who, on the night before has to
leave the light on as he has 'this feeling that he was
threatened by something while he slept. And that was not
all. He imagined that he saw mice darting along the wallé'
(VM p.26). Bellow also offers a subtle running commentary
throughout the novel whereby Leventhal's behaviour towards
Allbee is seen reflected in his relationships with others.
So in his place of work after his nephew's death he
notices that while some of his colleagues have the decency
to commiserate, others 'didn't even have time to nod. It
showed the low quality of people, their inferiority and
meanness . . . This Millikan, when he finally did get

around to ask a personal question, never listened to the




59

answer, only seemed to' (VM p.174). The moral, in the
light of his conduct with Allbee, is obvious.

Virtually every episode of the novel gives us another
example of Leventhal's judgemental perversity. Of course
he suffers from a nervous debility which is strongly
connected to his mother's madness. But whether this de-
bility is due to some hereditary disorder or whether, as
his wife Mary believes, it is due to 'the fears of hypo-
chondria® (VM p.51) is never fully resolved. Yet Bellow
uses Leventhal's childhood memories of the maternal image
to suggest that his unacknowledged fault--his lack of
emotional involvement with others--is indeed a mentally
diseased condition:

He began to consider his own unfor-

tunate mother . . . invariably he saw

her wearing an abstracted look, but he

was not in fact sure that her look was

abstracted. Perhaps he attributed it to

her. And when he examined his idea of

her more closely he realized that what

he really meant by abstracted was mad-

looking; a familiar face and yet without

anything in it directed towards him. He

dreaded 1it; he dreaded the manifestation

of anything resembling it in himself (VM pp.49-50).
The opening description of Leventhal's own features,
already quoted above, would seem to offer a confirmation
of his worst dread. I do not suggest that Leventhal is

in a real sense insane; no doubt his wife's diagnosis

of hypochondriacally induced symptoms is correct. But
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Leventhal's particular type of abstraction, revealed in
his face and its 'unaccommodating, impassive' indifference
is responsible for his judgemental failures, leading in
turn to a distorted view of reality. In my chapter on

Bellow's most recent novel The Dean's December I quote the

following passage from that works:

the advanced modern consciousness was

a reduced consciousness inasmuch as it
contained only the minimum of furni-

ture that civilization was able to instal
(practical judgements, bare outlines of
morality, sketches, cartoons instead of
human beings); and this consciousness,
because its equipment was humanly so

meager, so abstract, was basically
29

murderous.

Leventhal is himself seriously affected by an abstraction
of this sort. According to Bellow, Albert Corde believes
that Americans 'have lost all capacity for dealing with
experience--no capacity to think about it, no language for
it, no real words'.30 Some such inadequacy may explain
Leventhal's dismay at Allbee's capacity for thinking and
speaking about the reality below the surface. Leventhal's
own mannerisms of speech, his conversational idiom, is
not only witless and inept, but it shows how his capacity
for real communication is being eroded. Attempting to
make conversation with his young nephew Philip, for in-
stance, he does not really attend to what the boy has

said so that his 'replies' are almost non-correlative




statements that appear to have no care for the liaisons

so crucial to adult-child discourse:

'Is this your whole supper?' he asked.
'When it's hot like this, I never eat

a lot'. The boy had a rather precise

way of speaking.

'You ought to have bread and butter, and
so on, and greens,' said Leventhal.
Philip interrupted his eating to look at
his uncle briefly. 'We don't cook much
during the heat wave,' he said . . . His
hair had been newly cut, roughly clipped
on top and shaved high up the back of his
neck to a line above his large but del-
icately white ears.

'What kind of barber do you have?'

Philip looked up again. °'0Oh, Jack McCaul
on the block. We all go to him; Dad too,
when he's home. I told him to cut it this
way. I asked for a summer haircut.'

'They ought to take away the man's licence
for giving you one like that.' He said
this too forcefully and overshot his
intended joke, and he paused and made an
effort to find the right tone (VM pp.52-53).

On closer scrutiny it is clear that Leventhal's second
sentence is a response not to Philip's reply but to his
own first remark. Similarly, Leventhal ignores Philip's
repetition and goes on to make his hurtfully gauche *joke'
which has paid no attention to Philip's foregoing remark
about having asked to have his hair cut so short. This
scene is another example of Leventhal not being able 'to

work out a satisfactory balance' in his dealings with

61




62

others. But then he doesn't give himself much practice;
with this boy who is, after all, his brother's son, he
can only feel like an outsider, 'a visitor' (VM p.52).
The catalogue of social ineptitude continues through-
out the narrative. Leventhal, it seems, is tone-deaf in
his dealings with others. His equivocations when faced
with his sister-in-law's mother (whom also he has never
met before) are the reactions of one chronically ill-at-
ease in company, one so unused to taking account of
others, normally, indeed, so indifferent to their exis-
tence, that he is at first paralyzed in response and
finally, in this failure, relapses back into what we
may take to be his normal condition--defensive, belli-
gerent, unaccommodating. The *'thin-lipped formality'

(VM p.27) of Leventhal's face is a mask, though The Victim,

I would argue, is a novel that strongly suggests the mask
is well-nigh irremovable. Witness his preposterous dis-
comfiture as he tries to come to terms with what he ima-
gines to be yet another of life's snubs. Faced by his
sister-in-law's mother for the first time, he decides to
dispense with his normal mask though perhaps only to take
up another. He 'was conscious of prolonging his nod al-
most into a bow; he wanted to be prepossessing' (VM p.54).
But how lost and inadequate he is without its protective
impassivity:

Since she remained silent, Leventhal stood

undecided; it seemed inadvisable to say
more; to sit down without being answered
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would embarrass him. But, also, it might

be impolite to return to the kitchen.

Maybe he misunderstood her taciturnity.

However, she seemed to avert her head

from him, and he had to struggle with an

angry urge to compel her to face him.

Nevertheless she had not spoken, and he

could not be sure. It was possible that

he was mistaken . . . He had decided that

the grandmother's look was unfriendly,

though in the dusty green-tinged light

that came through the lampshade it was

difficult to get a definite impression.

But he felt her antagonism (VM p.54).
All this because an old lady, understandably very distraught
at the grave illness of her grandson, has seemed not to
take due account of Leventhal's efforts at a prepossessing
formality. Never mind the interference to clear vision
posed by the bad light, a slight's a slight whatever way
he looks at it. Better 'compel®' the old lady's attention.
But how to do this? Perhaps by some sort of simple physi-
cal expedient, such as driving his fist into her head as
he had wished to do to a woman in the cinema who was
wearing an obstructive hat? ('Woman or no, Leventhal had
had a powerful desire to drive his fist into her head,
tear the hat off . . . Oh, how he sometimes regretted not
slapping off that hat®' (VM p.132)). Shortly after the
0ld lady has delivered her 'snub', Leventhal passes her

in the hallway and 'was tempted to jostle her' (VM p.57).

Personally, this is the kind of thinking and behaviour
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I would describe as degenerate, bum-like, repulsive and
creepy. In any case, by the time Mr. Leventhal has to
brace himself for his next social summit he has firmly
replaced the mask so that the most mobile feature of his
face is the drop of sweat that runs down his cheek:

'This is my husband's brother,*' said Elena.

'Yes, sure,' said Villani taking the cigar

out of his mouth. Leventhal impassively

looked back at him, his eyes solemn and

uncommunicative, only a little formally

inquiring. A drop of sweat ran down his

cheek (VM p.55).
It shouldn't pass notice that Leventhal's rudeness here
(he doesn't make any rejoinder to Villani's friendly '"How
do?"*) is every bit as insulting as that he has imagined
the o0ld lady to have meted out to him a few moments earlier.
And this is par for the course. After responding curtly
to the friendly chat of Mr and Mrs Nunez when he meets
them on the stairway of his apartment building, he refuses
their invitation to 'Come in and have a beer'. A few mom-
ents later 'he set out again, nodding to Mrs Nunez on
the stoop as though he saw her for the first time®' (VM
p.135). Given that scenes such as the above establish the
norms of Leventhal's behaviour with those whose interest
in him is confined to a friendly 'how do', we can hardly
expect him to welcome Allbee's much more pressing interro-
gations.

A large part of Leventhal's failure derives from
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his excessive amour propre. This is partly seen in his

condescension towards Allbee and others, partly in his
unwillingness to consider the validity of others' points

of view. Occasionally, however, Allbee is able to cut
through the deceptions that guard Leventhal from a true
vision of reality. He has, for example, often thought of
himself as having first-hand knowledge of human dereliction.
He is quick to tell Allbee that he, too, has been ‘'stony
broke, without a nickel for the automat® (VM p.64). Allbee
is dismissive and 'with his outstretched arm and open hand

he made a gesture of passing the comparison away':

There rose immediately to Leventhal's mind
the most horrible images of men wearily
sitting on mission benches waiting for
their coffee in a smeared and bleary winter
sun; of flophouse sheets and filthy pillows;
hideous cardboard cubicles painted to resem-
ble wood, even the tungsten in the bulb

like little burning worms that seemed to
eat up rather than give light. Better to be
in the dark. He had seen such places. He
could still smell the carbolic disinfectant.
And if it were his flesh on those sheets,
his 1ips drinking that coffee, his back and
thighs in that winter sun, his eyes looking
at the boards of the floor...? Allbee was
right to smile at him; he had never been in
such a plight (VM p.64).

Allbee here is a facilitator of truth. Without explaining
further, Bellow appears to hint at Allbee's magical powers

over Leventhal. The 'gesture' used by Allbee above is on
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one level commonplace; yet its resultant effect on Leven-
thal's imagination is to provoke a rare moment of objec-
tivity. In another context Allbee's gesture is familiar
to us as the conjurer's stage mannerism introducing the
startling out of the apparently banal. His potency in this
regard is very much a part of his charisma. As Ihab Hassan
has noted he 'tends to waver uneasily between a fictional
character and thematic symbol'31 and as a number of critics
have remarked, his name itself suggests his status as a
larger-than-life embodiment of elemental humanity.

The moment Leventhal is out of Allbee's company he
is returned to his normal state. So 'alone on the stoop'
his 'glance seemed to cover the street; in reality he saw
almost nothing but was only aware of the featureless dark-
ness' (VM p.72). Very infrequently he is brought to an
awareness of the 'strange things, savage things®' which are
usually filtered out of his reality. These vignettes of
the crudely real he pictures as 'trembling drops, invisible
usually, or seen from a distance. But that did not mean
that there was always to be a distance, or that sooner or
later one or two of the drops might not fall on him. As
a matter of fact he was thinking of Allbee' (VM p.86).
Again Allbee is seen--though, importantly, directly by
Leventhal this time--as capable of bringing such real-
ities within Leventhal's sight. Waiting for his nephew
Philip at the harbour we find him beginning to come to

a philosophical understanding of what the full life really
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entails. Had this piece of clear thinking appeared earlier
in the narrative one might well have gquestioned Bellow's
tact in attributing such a degree of insight to Leventhal.
In its place, however, it is a tribute to Allbee's in-

fluence upon him:

The strain of waiting made him almost
tremble, yet it was pleasurable, a
pleasurable excitement. He wondered why
it was that lately he was more suscep-
tible than he had ever been before to
certain kinds of feelings. With everybody
except Mary he was inclined to be short
and neutral, outwardly a little like his
father, and this shortness of his was,
when you came right down to it, merely
neglectfulness. When you didn't want to
take trouble with people, you found the
means to turn them aside. Well, the world
was a busy place . . . You couldn't find
a place in your feelings for everything

On the other hand, if you shut your-
self up, not wanting to be bothered, than
you were like a bear in a winter hole, or
like a mirror wrapped in a piece of
flannel. And like such a mirror you were
in less danger of being broken, but you
didn't flash, either. But you had to
flash (VM p.89).

Here, as in all of Bellow's later fiction, the rediscovery
of the emotional 1ife is the essential prerequisite of the
character's assertion of humanity. Herzog it is who wonders

at the truth for him of the proverb 'je sens mon coeur et
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je connais les hommes'. Unlike Bellow's later heroes, how-
ever, Leventhal's discovery does not provide him with a

durable intimation. At the end of The Victim Leventhal

has returned to ground, like the bear in its winter hole.
And when Philip arrives and they go out into Manhattan, it
isn't long before that 'pleasurable excitement' begins to
give way to more familiar emotions as Leventhal began to
feel 'empty and unstable', to feel that 'his earlier
confidence in the understanding between them was fading'
(VM p.94).

Allbee's particular kind of presence and importunacy
no doubt plays its part in having him cast as one who

'plagues Leventhal with his drunkenness, his filth, his

. 32

insidious anti-Semitism and his claims of victimization',
but it is only while being so 'plagued' that Leventhal
shows any sign of being able to break free of his impri-

soning self-directedness:

Leventhal . . . was so conscious of Allbee,
so certain he was being scrutinized, that
he was able to see himself as if through a
strange pair of eyes: the side of his face,
the palpitation in his throat, the seams of
his skin, the shape of his body and of his
feet in their white shoes. Changed in this
way into his own observer, he was able to
see Allbee, too, and imagined himself
standing so near behind him that he could
see the weave of his coat, his raggedly
overgrown neck, the bulge of his cheek, the
colour of the blood in his ear; he could
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even evoke the odour of his hair and skin.

The acuteness and intimacy of it astound-

ed him (VM pp.96-97).
Allbee, it might be said, is the sun that strikes against
Leventhal's mirror causing it to flash, causing him to be
'deprived . . . for a moment of his sense of the usual
look of things' (VM p.97). It is worth remarking that
the kind of meticulous intimacy experienced by Leventhal
above is very similar to Albert Corde's search for what
he would call *the depth-level' in those around him. The
urgency with which Corde pursues this factor is due to
his belief that °'this organic, sensory oddity . . . must
be grasped as knowledge. He wondered what reality was if
it wasn't this . . . Reality didn't exist "out there." It
began to be real only when the soul found its underlying
truth'.33 The 'sensory oddity' he refers to is remark-
ably similar to Leventhal's unwonted microscopic survey
of his own and Allbee's features:

What, for example, did he know about

Dewey Spangler? Well, he knew his eyes,
his teeth, his arms, the form of his

body, its doughnut odor . . . That vividness
of beard, nostrils, breath, tone was real
knowledge . . . In the same way he knew his

sister Elfrida, the narrow dark head, the
estuary hips, the feminized fragrance of
tobacco mixed with skin odors . . . With
Minna the reality was even more intimate--
fingernails, cheeks, breasts, even the
imprint of stockings and of shoe straps on




the insteps of her dear feet when she was

undressing. Himself, too, he knew with a

variant of the same oddity--as, for in-

stance, the eyes and other holes and

openings of his head.34
0f course the difference between Albert Corde and his
early predecessor in Bellow's fiction is that the former
has the philosophical sense to welcome such knowledge
for its existential worth. But the fact that this kind

of awareness is given such philosophical authority in

The Dean's December is in itself another wvalidation of

Allbee's status in The Victim for it is he who gives

Leventhal the gift of 'a strange pair of eyes' which
enable him to see with such extraordinary lucidity.

At the literal centre of The Victim is the scene

dominated by the sage Schlossberg. His much-quoted speech
about the modes of the human is brilliantly used by Bellow
not only as a value-stating passage, but as a means of
exposing Leventhal's lack of such values. Schlossberg
insists that humanity is measured by its capacity for
genuine feeling, just as the good actor is he who can
command the emotional response of the audience without
‘hoking it up'. Schlossberg's criticisms of the declining
standards of mass taste look forward to Bellow's much

more sustained castigation of a puerile public conscious-

ness in later novels such as Herzog, Mr Sammler's Planet

and The Dean's December. The old man is worried that

these days 'everything comes in packages. If it's in a
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package, you can bring the devil in the house. People rely
on packages. If you wrap it up, they will take it out’

(VM p.112). People become vulnerable to mountebanks like
Herzog's cuckolder Valentine Gersbach; he knows how to
package emotionality like any other commodity--'emotional
plasma which can circulate in any system'.35 '"Good acting",

says Schlossberg, *'"is what is exactly human"*:

'This girl Livia in The Tigress? What's

the matter with her? She commits a murder,
What are her feelings? No love, no hate,
no fear, no lungs, no heart . . . A blank
. But I don't know if she's too
pretty or what to have feelings®' (VM p.120).

The attack serves to further condemn Leventhal for his
own emotional neutrality.

By the thirteenth chapter of The Viectim the assault

upon his reality reaches a critical point, reaches what
he calls *'the showdown'. By this time he is as sharply
aware as he will ever be of the compromises he has had
to make with his moral, emotional, and social life in

order to preserve his existential security:

Illness, madness, and death were forcing
him to confront his fault. He had used
every means, and principally indifference
and neglect, to avoid acknowledging it
and still he did not know what it was.
But that was owing to the way he had
arranged not to know. He had done a great
deal to make things easier for himself,
toning down, softening, looking aside.




But the more he tried to subdue whatever

it was that he resisted, the more it

raged, and the moment was coming when his
strength to resist would be at an end (VM p.139).

His fault is, of course, his fear of emotional expenditure.
This is made clear enough in the second of those moments
of sensory intensity when he sees into the heart of him-

self and his nominal adversary:

suddenly he had a strange, close con-
sciousness of Allbee, of his face and
body, a feeling of intimate nearness

. he could nearly feel the weight
of his body and the contact of his
clothes. Even more the actuality of his
face, loose in the cheeks, firm in the
forehead and jaws, struck him, the
distinctness of it; and the look of
recognition Allbee bent on him
duplicated the look in his own. He was
sure of that. Nevertheless he kept
alive in his mind the thought that All-
bee hated him, and his judgement,
although it was numbed by his curious
emotion of closeness--for it was an
emotion--did not desert him (VM pp.141-142).

The crucial sentence in the above is the final one. Leven-
thal's judgement has been at fault throughout: he misjudges
Allbee on a number of counts, ends up misjudging his
brother's family, and is generally proved to be a man of
singularly maladroit perception. That perception is still

very much at fault above. Allbee in no way 'hates' him;
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I could not find one objective description of Allbee's
disposition which could in any sense be construed in such
a way. As I noted previously, Allbee's behaviour, certainly
in comparison to Leventhal's, is courteous and pacific
(Phoebe Williston remembers Allbee as having been 'intell-
igent and charming' and 'brilliant' - a judgement which
Leventhal typically and scornfully dismisses (VM p.186)).
The significant clause in the above, however, concerns

the 'numbing' of that wrong judgement by the 'curious
emotion of closeness' he feels for Allbee. The strong
implication here is that such an emotional connexion--so
rare in Leventhal--has the power to act as a corrective

to reason gone wrong. A reality which is not capable of
taking account of the emotional as much as the rational
area of consciousness will always, Bellow's fiction main-
tains, be a debased reality tending to inhumanity, to
intellect unleavened by the heart. In his most recent

interview Bellow, apropos The Dean's December, clarifies

this point, suggesting that this emotional haemhorrage is

responsible for the chilly climate of our times, for
'the brutalized city and the psyche of its citizens':36
The estrangement of human beings from
one another is a fact of 1life, no longer
a hypothetical matter. The price you pay
for the development of consciousness is
the withering of the heart. Therefore one
must will the recovery of feeling, and
one must use one's intelligence, too
How is one to educate oneself to feeling?
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. Corde recognizes the necessity of
ennobling reckoning. He comes to under-
stand that we carry about, within, an
iceberg which has to be melted. In-
tellect, itself a source of coldness,
must become involved in the melting
project. To have intellect devoid of

feeling is to be crippled.37

In Bellow's later fiction this estrangement is often
manifested in the breakdown of familial relations, parti-
cularly fraternal relations. Thus Tommy Wilhelm and his
father, Augie and Simon March, Henderson and his family,

Moses and Willie Herzog, and, in The Victim, Asa and his

brother Max are all poignant manifestations of such
estrangement. Both Asa and Max are aware of their mutual
guilt in this regard. When Max visits Leventhal after

the funeral he is described as addressing him 'diffidently,
a little formally, feeling his way with a queer politeness,
almost the politeness of a stranger' (VM p.205) and Leven-
thal notices that Max never refers to Mary, Leventhal's
wife, by name--'like Elena, he probably did not know

what her name was' (VM p.243). Once again, Bellow shows
how such estrangement issues forth in Leventhal's pain-
fully inept efforts at conversation with Max. 'How should
they talk when they had never, since childhood, spent an
hour together?' (VM p.206). The following dialogue with
Max ( who, it's important to remember--for Leventhal clearly
doesn't--is in the early stages of the grief of bereave-

ment) establishes Leventhal's gross insensitivity, his
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only concern being to do with his fantastic belief that

Max's wife Elena holds him responsible for Mickey's deaths

'So how are things going?" he said. He
thought Max would speak about Elena. He
was in fact certain that the main object
of his visit was to discuss her with him.
'T guess as good as I can expect'.

'Phil all right?*

'Well, when one kid passes on it's pretty
hard on the other one.'

'He'll come around.'

Max said nothing to this, and Leventhal
began to think he was debating whether to
mention Elena at all, undecided at the
last moment, and struggling with himself.
'Yes, kids come around,' Leventhal
repeated. (VM p.206)

The entire scene continues in this vein and begins to
have overtones of bizarre comedy as Leventhal's ludicrous
charges against his in-laws are finally understood by an

astounded Max:

'Tell me, is the old woman around much--
her mother?’

'Oh, she's in and out all the time.'

'For God's sake, throw her out!’

His vehemence astonished Max.

'She doesn't have anything to do with it.*
'‘Don't let her get a hold. Protect your-
self against her.'

Max for the first time began to smile
'What kind of talk is that!' he said.

'I never heard anything so peculiar in all
my life. First you've got ideas about




76

Elena and now the old woman .

'*She's full of hate,' Leventhal insisted.

'Go on, she's a harmless old woman.'

If he were wrong about Elena, thought

Leventhal, if he had overshot the mark

and misinterpreted that last look of hers

in the chapel, the mistake was a terrible

and damaging one . . . But he was right

about the old woman, he was sure. 'You

must get rid of your mother-in-law, Max.'

he said with savage earnestness (VM pp.209-210).
This scene with Max provides the final discrediting of
Leventhal's judgement and has, incredibly, been almost
completely overlooked by the critics. It shows how
thoroughly his regard is self-directed and how humanly
damaging are the consequences. The reality concocted by
such judgement is consequentially inimical to truth and
friendship. Leventhal shows himself to have refused to
undertake 'the melting project' offered by Allbee.

Eventually he succumbs to a total seizure of intell-

ectual and emotional energy which comes just as Allbee
is reaching a position of utter surety. Wearing a new
set of clothes and having 'a new aspect', appearing
'more solid®' with his haircut and newly shaven face, he
tells Leventhal of his conviction that 'a man can be
born again.--I'11 take a rain check on the kingdom of
heaven, but if I'm tired of being this way I can become
a new man' (VM p.199). Against this exuberant faith Lev-

enthal is a figure of slumped exhaustion and at this

point one might well take the opportunity to ask the
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critics which of the men is the real down-and-out. Against
Allbee's bold triumphalist declaration of human potential

and freedom, Leventhal takes refuge in a profound despair:

At this moment Leventhal felt Allbee's
presence, all that concerned him, like a
great tiring weight, and looked at him with
dead fatigue, his fingers motionless on his
thighs . . . He was played out . . . he was
unable to clarify his thoughts or bring
them into focus and he lacked the energy
to continue the effort . . . His dark,
poring face with its full cheeks and high-
rising dull hair was hung towards his
chest. He drew a deep, irregular breath and
raised his hands from his lap in a gesture
of exorcism against the spell of confusion
and despair. 'God will help me out,"

passed through his mind, and he did not
stop to ask himself exactly what he meant
by this (VM pp.199-200).

It is difficult for me to understand how one so patheti-
cally moribund can be seen at the end as 'born again',
for after this his moments of illumination are partial
at best. At Harkavy's he again feels an 'opportunity to
discover something of great importance' about the nature
of his 1life, but the moment passes unachieved and 'it
came into his head that he was like a man in a mine who
could smell smoke and feel heat but never see the
flames®' (VM p.225). Even as he walks up to his final
meeting with Allbee in the flat, he is still confounded,
not knowing 'how to deal with Allbee . . . too agitated
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to make any plans' and still denying he knows what Allbee
'had hoped for in the first place' (VM p.233).

The epilogue itself shows no significant alteration
in his habitual mode of thought and behaviour. He conti-
nues to show he is no friend of truth as, looking back
on his dealings with Allbee, he asks himself, incredibly,
'hadn't he tried to be fair? Didn't he intend to help
him?*' (VM p.249). He also continues to display that in-
difference which, throughout the novel, has been his
particular trait. Before he meets Allbee in the theatre
he supposes that 'by now he was in an institution, per-
haps, in some hospital, or even already lying in Potter's
Field. Leventhal did not care to think too much or too
literally about it' (VM p.250); and when he finally does
have to confront the living fact of Allbee again, when
he is finally 'aware that Allbee was coming up to him
. . . he did not raise his eyes until he heard him speak®
(VM p.253).

Bellow's fiction as a whole is brimful of those
characters--some minor, some major, like Leventhal and
Augie March--who 'did not care to think too much or too

literally' about the nature of reality. And in The Victim

it is the much-maligned Allbee who is given the brilliant
insight into what he calls 'the real trimmers', the ones
who are '"not for God and they're not for the 01d Scratch.
They think they're for themselves but they're not that
either"' (VM p.197). Leventhal is a bona fide trimmer
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who resents Allbee because he resents the bottom line from
which the latter refuses to budge:

'T know what really goes on inside me.

I'1l let you in on something. There isn't

a man living who doesn't. All this bus-

iness, "Know thyself"! Everybody knows

but nobody wants to admit. That's the

thing. Some swimmers can hold their

breath a long time--those Greek sponge

divers--and that's interesting. But the

way we keep our eyes shut is a stunt too,

because they're made to be open' (VM p.198).
Earlier in the narrative Leventhal had seen a workmate
as one whose indifference to others made him ‘'like a
shellfish down in the wet sand, and you were the noise
of the water to him' (VM p.l174). Typically, he cannot see
how he, too, scuttles across the same wet floor. But
Bellow's narrator, and the story he tells, leave us in
no doubt that this is Leventhal's territory, that 'the
imperfections of the pane through which Leventhal gazed
suggested the thickening of water at a great depth when
one looks up towards the surface' (VM p.182). But Allbee
knows the stunts, knows Leventhal can hold his breath
only for so long until he resurfaces. Then, having to
momentarily face the 'real reality', 'his terror, like a
cold fluid, like brine, seemed to have been released by
the breaking open of something within him' (VM p.246).
But Leventhal will scuttle back down to the wet sand,

like Augie March in search of whatever 'would give
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cover from this mighty free-running terror'.38 Augie,
however, has more style than Leventhal. He, at least,
knows better than to stay in one place for too long, and
certainly knows better than to ask anybody but himself
Leventhal's final, flailing question to Allbee--'"Wait
a minute, what's your idea of who runs things?"'.

The Victim, then, is a wonderfully well-made novel

which provides a critique of its central character through
the exploitation of point of view.39 Though Leventhal is

so decisively undermined by the range of more authoritative
viewpoints I have drawn attention to, the mark of Bellow's
human compassion (as well as of his subtle manipulation

of viewpoint) can be detected in the extent to which we
may still sympathize with this protagonist. This may be

due to our recognition that, for all his faults, Leventhal's
fears, his bridling personality, his psychic insecurity

are all manifestations of the ties which bind him to that
sea full of 'imploring, wrathful, despairing faces'; the
more he struggles against Allbee the more does he become
wrathful and, finally, full of despair, imploring God to
deliver him from his crisis. He is, in the end, a pathe-
tic rather than a detestable figure. We can sympathize

with him partly because we are caught up in Bellow's
finely-wrought narrative design which allows us to observe
the gathering crisis and, perhaps, to feel the panic of
Leventhal's increasingly desperate resistance to it. But

the larger measure of our sympathy may be derived from a




deeper and darker identification, a knowledge of our own

salt memories of that Dantesque sea full of faces, of the
distance we have put between ourselves and that sea, of
the steps we have had to take in order to create and

sustain that distance.




CHAPTER FOUR: THE ADVENTURES OF AUGIE MARCH




In many ways The Adventures of Augie March may now

be regarded as an excrescence in its author's oeuvre.
Praised to the skies by the majority of contemporary re-
viewers, succeeding generations of critics have been less
impassioned in their estimations of its worth. Though
literary historians can continue to find a convenient
niche for it as a work of protest against the tranquillized
fifties, an activist novel in Eisenhower's decade of
inertia, as I hope to show in this chapter it is more
properly seen as a work that conceals its protagonist's
existential despair beneath a rhetoric of affirmation and
posture of hope. But, as one more recent critic put it,
'despite its initial success, the novel has not worn
well' 1 and many critics now see it as at most a brave
mistake on the part of a writer indulging himself
stylistically at the expense of his readers' patience and
his characters' plausibility. Bellow's aim may well have

been to give, through a stylistic laissez-allez, the

necessary sense of swiftness and truth, of spontaneity and
artlessness which might have made his picaro's adventures
read like the very stuff of lived experience. What he
achieved was a great deal less, and many readers may well
agree that Bellow trades unjustifiably on their patience.
I have myself known admirers of Bellow's work who find
this novel well-nigh unreadable. Those who are able to
tolerate the earlier chapters (though these have not been

exempt from harsh criticism; the acerbic Maxwell Geismar
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describes these as 'the weakest part of the book' in which
the prose for 'almost the only time in Bellow's work, is
turgid and wooden' 2) go on to find themselves defeated

by the latter section where, in Leslie Fiedler's view,

the novel becomes 'shriller and shriller, wilder and wilder'
until 'it finally whirls apart in a frenzy of fake euphoria
and exclamatory prose'. 3 Given Bellow's picaresque
structure, there can be little continuity in the novel's
episodes, apart from that proffered by Augie's narrative
presence, and, like Augie's thoughts themselves (in Grandma
Lausch's vernacular these 'are about as steady as the way

a drunkard pees' u) the novel is profligate with its

energies in a dizzy pursuit of randomness.

It is indeed possible to be cruelly unkind about

Augie March. Even Bellow himself, talking in a 1979 inter-

view, disowned a character he had endowed with an apparent
excess of vitality on the grounds of excess--'such a blue-
eyed ingenu and leads such a charmed life. Too much the
Sherwood Anderson sort of thing: "Gee whiz, what wonderful
people, what a mysterious world:!" All wrong'. 5 Like many
new fictional voices that strive to be idiomatically
distinct, Bellow was on the one hand rewarded by a sudden
popularity and on the other punished for creating a voice
loud enough and obvious enough to be an easy target for

ridicule. So Norman Mailer in Advertisements for Myself

saw Bellow's overnight success as a result of 'the flaccid

taste of these years' and Augie as 'an impossible character'
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whose adventures 'could never have happened, for he is too
timid a man ever to have moused into more than one or two

cruel corners of the world'. Augie March suffers from

'narrative disproportions . . . elephantiastical in their
anomaly"'. 6 Yet Mailer's criticisms are at least frankly
so. More potentially damaging were those of ostensibly

friendly commentators such as Richard Chase who wrote of
Augie as 'a wayward adolescent, almost a juvenile delin-

quent' who 'sometimes seems to resemble Marlon Brando',

and of the novel's plot as that 'of Whitman's Song of
Myself"'. 7 It is easy to see where such a remark as the
latter derives, though it is still a judgement of re-
markable gullibility. 8 Delmore Schwartz furthered the
headlong flight into critical exaggeration when he wrote

of Augie March as 'superior to Huckleberry Finn by virtue

of the complexity of its subject matter and to U.S.A. by
virtue of a realized unity of composition'. 9 This is
clearly an example of 'the flaccid taste of these years'.
But though such contemporary responses seem well off the
mark as literary judgements, they tell us much about their
cultural context, about the welcome given by intellectuals
of the fifties to a rhetoric of defiance and affirmation.
In a time of cultural stagnation Bellow's yea-saying
narrator struck a bold note; that it was a note originating
in deep self-doubt and denial was obvious only later, and
only to a few discerning critics, but while it reverberated

it guaranteed its author's place in American letters. In
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Augie March Bellow seemed to celebrate America in a wild

way he had not done before and would not do again, and
Americans saw the novel as challenge to an age of con-
formity. As one critic remembered in support of the novel's
tone, '""it's nice" as Holden Caulfield once remarked,

"when somebody gets excited about something"'. L It was

a blg American booster of a book, and 'it soon had a great
influence--possibly the greatest influence exerted by any
one book--on other novelists espousing activist attitudes’'.
11

Guerard goes on to suggest, though he does not mention

the connexion explicitly, that Augie March has about it

that fiery dissent more usually associated with the Beats.
Through its linguistic posture it confirmed that 'one way
or another (it seemed in the 1950s) language had to be
awakened, enriched, intensified. Prose must, like the

12 As Bellow himself described it,

sensibility, burn'.
'I felt there was something delirious about the writing of

Augie March. It over-ran its borders'. 13 Such stylistic

spillage endeared him to a dull and parched time. Augie's
repudiation of exacting ideologies seemed an heroic dis-
position in an age of coercive conformity and organization
man good manners. And yet, as I have suggested, the
immediate response to the novel was an essentially flawed
one. By far the most perceptive of the later, more consid-
ered treatments of the novel came from Norman Podhoretz.
His assessment, written only five years after publication,

is balanced, historically acute, and deflationary:




Both in its attempt to create a new idiom
that could express the intellectual's

joyous sense of connection with the common
grain of American life and in its asser-
tion that individual fulfillment is still
possible in this fluid and rootless

society of ours . . . Augie speaks for that
period, roughly between 1948 and 1955, that
some have called the age of conformity and
neo-Conservatism and others the era of
'intellectual revisionism'. But in its
failures as a novel--the willed spontaneity
of the writing, the abstractness of the
hero--we can also detect the uncertainty

and emotional strain that lurked on the
underside of the new optimism. The elation
in the discovery of America was indisputably
sincere, but it was a temporary mood, as
deceptive an indication of the feelings
within as the surface texture of Mr.
Bellow's prose. Not nearly enough conviction
stood behind this mood to sustain against
the slow inexorable grinding of the years of
atomic statemate, the grinding and the anxiety

which would not be denied. 1h

Podhoretz's identification of the concealed nature of the
novel's truth, and of the essentially ersatz style of the
book, has been regrettably absent from later critical disc-
ussions which tend to repeat those polarised views I have
given examples of above. J.J.Clayton does sound a similar
note, attending to the 'sinister undercurrents' that lie
beneath Augie's 'larkiness'. 'Underneath the "yea" is a

deep, persuasive, "nay"--underneath belief in the individual
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and in the possibility of communion is alienation, maso-
chism, despair'. L3 I should like to develop the brief
notice given by these critics to this novel's 'sinister
undercurrents', to suggest that Augie's affirmative voice
is in many ways a darkly ironic one, and that the novel
ought to be seen as Bellow's subtle modification of the
picaresque mode so that it can express the inauthentic

nature of reality in modern times.

4

Himself 'the by-blow of a traveling man' (AM p.l1l25),
Augie exemplifies the process of becoming a part of an
adventitious culture. Though his narration is retrospec-
tive (I shall discuss the implications of the novel's dual
perspective later in the chapter), Augie is still unable
or unwilling ('I'm not going to try to unravel all the
causes' (AM p.125)) to distinguish between the causal and
the contingent among the formative elements of his life.
He prefers instead to consider himself a product of
Chicago's proliferating but inscrutable human energies,
out of the immigrant melting-pot, unruly, clamouring,
varietistic:

In the mixture there was beauty--a good
proportion--and pimple insolence, and
parricide faces, gum-chew innocence,

labour fodder and secretarial forces,

Danish stability, Dago inspiration, catarrh-
hampered mathematical genius; there were

waxed-eared shovellers' chidren, sex-
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promising businessmens' daughters--an
immense sampling of a tremendous host,
the multitudes of holy writ, begotten
by West-moving, factor-shoved parents (AM p.125).

Throughout the narrative Augie will continue to find
various kinds of refuge in seeing himself as 'democratic
in temperament' (AM p.l147), as one of America's crowd, 'a
crowd that yields results with much more difficulty and
reluctance' (AM p.85). There is, as will become clear, a
good deal of self-justifying logic in the elder Augie's
choice of this particular indifference to social analysis.
The important thing to realize, however, is the extent to
which this older narrator is his own image-maker, the
extent to which his narrative posture eschews in particular
that kind of analysis which would reveal him as anything
other than one of the multitude, acted on by implacable
and unidentifiable powers. Augie's awe-struck Windy
lMcPherson gaze searches out the ineffable and calls it un-
known even when the result engenders irritation rather
than a corresponding sublimity in the reader's mind. His
distrust of closed systems of belief which so often pro-
vokes, and provides the rationale for his restless move-
ment in the novel, can at times lead to an embrace of the
pseudo-mystical. So in this passage below Augie appears
utterly transported by some of the more obvious contra-
dictions of capitalism as manifested by the lush wares

on display inside the department store where he worked,

and the unadorned abrasions of the world outside:



Differences of inside and outside hard to
reconcile; for up to the threshold of a
salon like this there was a tremendous
high tension and antagonistic energy asked
to lie still that couldn't lie still; and
trying to contain it caused worry and
shivers, the kind of thing that could
erupt in raging, bloody Gordon or Chartist
riots and shoot up fire like the burning
of a mountain of egg crates. This un-
known, superfluous free power streaming
around a cold, wet, blackened Chicago day,
from things laid out to be still, in-
capable, however, of being still (AM p.127)

The least excusable, because the most manipulating word in
the above is that 'unknown', with its striving after a
gratuitous obscurity. Augie may give the impression of
attempting to plumb the depths of environment and his own
place within it, but doomed to be 'a picaro for whom the
world is always dissolving because it is of his own crea-

16 his search is merely attitudinal and not episte-

tion',
mologically valid, a move away from rigorous findings to-

wards an illusory freedom in a world of possibilities.

Augie tells us that he was 'born under the sign of
the recruit' and most commentators have seen his being
adopted by others as a fundamentally positive transiency,
a willingness to entertain the competing claims of others
upon him while at the same time retaining that very
American sense of life's manifold possibilities. A But

if space can suggest possibility, a movement towards a
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positive expansion of experience, it can also suggest
escape, a movement away from unpalatable truths. It is
my belief that this latter meaning informs Augie's mode
of motion throughout the narrative, that his various with-
drawals from the different societies he mixes with sighify
his retreat from an experience of reality which would be
spiritually sincere. Einhorn, his early mentor and hero,
is granted such stature because of his character which is
seen as defilantly uncircumscribed, and in this passage
Bellow exploits metaphors of space and restriction in a
description of Einhorn:

But when you believed you had tracked

Einhorn through his acts and doings and

were about to capture him, you found

yourself not in the center of a laby-

rinth but on a wide boulevard; and here

he came from a new direction--a governor

in a limousine, with state troopers

around him, dominant and necessary,

everybody's lover, whose death was only

one element, and a remote one, of his
privacy (AM p.83).

In a book that emphasises the actions and material gains
of power, Augie willingly surrenders himself to those who
can in some way augment his romantic view of life as
possibility, to those who possess either the vision or the
wealth (or both) and so act as catalysts, or facilitators
of his self-deceived view. Exercises in hero-worship such
as the above (Einhorn is in many ways a pathetic creature

who, in the course of the book, is seen to be diminished



progressively by a combination of personal eccentricity
and, as a minor entrepreneur and racketeer, by the in-
clemency of the Depression years) tell us much about
Augie's need to romanticize and mythologize relationships
in his world until, finally, he can come to refer to him-
self as his own hero, a 'Columbus of those near-at-hand’

(AM p.536).

But just as Augie finds models such as Einhorn,
people who justify his own need to evade a courageous
effort to live in what he later refers to as the 'wild
cold of chaos', so he also finds models that confirm
that he is right to fear the inertia of personal relations.
While content to sing the praises of 'Dago inspiration'
and the immigrant melting-pot, he finds cause to regret
that in pluralistic, democratic America, reality is a
prize to be competed for, an aspect of power relations,

an arena of realpolitik:

I was not going to be built into Mrs
Renling's world, to consolidate what

she affirmed she was. And it isn't

only she but a class of people who trust
they will be Jjustified, that their
thoughts will be as substantial as the
seven hills to build on, and by
spreading their power they will have an
eternal city for vindication on the day
when other founders have gone down,
bricks and planks, whose thoughts were
not real and who built on soft swamp.
What this means is not a single Tower of



Babel plotted in common, but hundreds

of thousands of separate beginnings,
the length and breadth of America (AM pp.l51-2).

That there is an end to the disturbing relativism of
'hundreds and thousands of separate beginnings', a means
of transcending the imposition of fraudulent reality, is
occasionally suggested. Augie 1s very aware that 'the
daily facts' of life are at war with what he calls the
‘triumphant 1life', that state of being in which 'all
moments be raised to the greatest importance' (AM p.194).

There 1is in Augie March an ironic parallel to Bellow's

later, more bitter acknowledgement that any such exist-
ential triumph may necessitate withdrawal from a society
which is terminally contaminated by a materialist ethos,
one which is intolerant of any but the most private and
secretive display of spiritual life. For Augie, too, is
in withdrawal, but not from the depredations of public
reality, as in the case of Herzog, Sammler, Citrine and
Corde; Augie's withdrawal is from his own profound (though
militantly denied) awareness of the claims of the spirit.
Often, his recognition is mediated through his common man
persona, as in the following passage which is guilty of
trivializing his deeper knowledge:

Well, now, who can really expect the daily

facts to go, toil or prisons to go, oatmeal

and laundry tickets and all the rest, and

insist that all moments be raised to the

greatest importance, demand that everyone
breathe the pointy, star-furnished air at
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its highest difficulty, abolish all brick,
vaultlike rooms, all dreariness, and live
like prophets or gods? Why, everybody
knows this triumphant life can only be
periodic. So there's a schism about it,
some saying only this triumphant life is
real and others that only the daily facts
are. For me there was no debate, and I
made speed into the former (AM p.l194).

It is significant that the trivialization should be accom-
plished using the metaphor of speed in the final sentence
above. Yet the glibness of the assertion is appropriate,
for speed, together with space, is Augie's refuge from a
prolonged and serious consideration of the issues he
raises above. Not for him Herzog's metaphysical longeurs
or Citrine's rigorous mysticism; it is apt that in one of
this novel's best sustained pieces of writing (concerned
with an early experience as a hobo) Augie is in rapid
flight to he knows not where:

Queer that I didn't worry more about being

taken these hundreds of miles out of my

way when there were only a few quarters

and some thinner stuff in my pocket

Riding in this dusk and semiwinter, it was

the way paltry and immense were so mixed,

perhaps, the jointed spine of train racing

and swerving, the steels, rusts and blood-

like paints extended space after space in

the sky, and then other existence, space
after space (AM p.170).

Again the stress is upon the euphoria of movement and

space, upon the abandonment of responsibility in the face




of an open-ended amplitude. And again ironically, the
idea of space as the dissolution of otherwise importunate
anxieties is exactly analogous to those ideas used so

crucially throughout Humboldt's Gift and at the climax

of The Dean's December. The value Bellow attaches to this

metaphor of release is of course far more portentous in
the latter case particularly where it functions as a grim
signifier of Corde's defeat by an inauthentic public
reality. In Augie's case it suggests yet again his willing-
ness to abdicate from impending duty and whereas both
Citrine and Corde are magnified by the use of such meta-
phors, despite being ensnared in plots of defeat, Augie is
progressively diminished as an existential weakling. He
sniffs space with a fugitive's nostrils rather than con-
templating it with sage disenchantment. His awareness of
and attraction to 'a world of great size beyond . . . of
abstraction, a tremendous Canada of light ' (AM p.170)

is one unleavened by any deeply experienced spiritual
travail, such as is the case with Corde, and is an aspect
of his rhetorical posture. It is difficult to be persuaded
by one whose life is dictated to by passing enthusiasm,
who was careful not to be vexed 'about what didn't come
easy. After all, I wasn't yet in any special business, but

merely trying various things on ' (AM p.206).

It might be thought that it is wrong to expect too
much of one so young. And the young have not, by and large,

fared well in Bellow's fiction. We have had most recently



the odious Mason, Dean Corde's chic radical nephew and
student, though he is only the latest in a charmless line
beginning with Joseph's niece and reaching an infamous
apogee in the disruptive youth culture of the sixties, so
reviled by Artur Sammler. Compared to these, Augie is
cherubic, and we might forgive him his failures and ges-
tures since he is in the process of establishing his cre-
dentials, yet to be salted by the years ahead. All this
would indeed be admissable in extenuation of Augie's self-
portrait were it simply that. But, and this crucial point
is often overlooked by critics, Augie's adventures are
being penned by his elder version and they are inescapably
filtered through an experienced, not an innocent eye. The
entire narration becomes an extended apologia for whatever
failures or inadequacies are felt most strongly by Augie
as narrator. Only rarely does this narrator break in, or
more properly break down to tell us squarely, and peni-
tently, about his most unconscionable failures. For the
most part, the narrative voice intrudes to defend apparent
weaknesses in his younger self:

Now there's a dark Westminster of a time

when a multitude of objects cannot be

clear . . . that darkness in which reso-

lutions have to be made--it isn't merely

local; it's the same darkness that exists

in the fiercest clearnesses of torrid

Messina. And what about the coldness of

the rain? That doesn't deheat foolishness

in its residence of the human face, nor

take away deception nor change defects,
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but this rain is an emblem of the shared
condition of all. It maybe means that

what is needed to mitigate the foolish-

ness or dissolve the deception is always
superabundantly about and insistently

offered to us . . . until the time when

one thing is determined and the offers,

mercies, and opportunities are finished (AM p.201)

And so are Augie's impetuosities and failures of judgement
absolved, again by the expedient of persuading us that
they are universal, endemic to the condition of feeble
humanity. But the suggestion that we are all similarly
mired in self-deception, that we all, in our ways, have
gone or will go in search of preposterous grails is one
that, whether we accept or reject it, does little to
detract from the egregious fatuity of iguana-hunting in
Mexico or, indeed, from the stubborn nature of Augie's
own existential bad faith. Perhaps, too, we have come to
expect more than 'mere humanity' from Bellow's heroes,

more than a capitulation to the commonplace.

My thesis has been that in Bellow's fiction we wit-
ness the gradual erosion of a humanist worldview, a turning
away from ameliorist, collectivist principles towards the
bitter recognition of his later heroes that the sustenance
of a reality that can combine a full spiritual and emotio-
nal life is only possible through the agency of extreme
strategies of withdrawal, or at the very least by working
through a greater silence beyond the exhaustion of ortho-

A

dox modes of communication. A passage such as the above




shows that in Augie March Bellow had not yet (at least

not explicitly) begun that move away from the democratic
cast of humanism towards the later castigation of mass
inanity, the acceptance that the derogation of spirit is
all but irremediable in its mass form. Augie knows of the
darkness common to all ('there is a darkness. It is for
everyone' (AM p.l175)), knows he is a part of 'the mud-
sprung, famine-knifed, street-pounding, war-rattled,
difficult, painstaking, kicked in the belly, grief and
cartilage mankind, the multitude' (AM p.175), but his ac-
knowledgement strives to be tolerant, pragmatic, and in-
dulgent of human weakness, and, of course, his own weak-
ness. Augle's acceptance of human limitation will become
increasingly impossible for Bellow's later heroes, the
more so as the weakness and the limitation come to trans-
gress the bounds of tolerance, and begin to hurt, coerce,
and even, in Humboldt's case, kill theilr victims. Whereas
Augie's successors are in varying degrees outraged by
their cultural habitat, Augie sees himself as an exponent
of social process, a representative of its dynamics. The
'plundering of reality' which is treated with desperate
concern by Sammler, Citrine and Corde, is viewed by the
elder Augie as just another facet of that process, an in-
evitable deterioration, the spirit shot along with the
body:

In the peculiar fate of people that makes

them fat and rich, when this happens very
swiftly there is the menace of the dreamy
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state that plunders their reality. Let's
say that anyway old age and death would
come, so why shouldn't the passage be
comfortable? But this proposal doesn't
make a firm mind, in the strange area
where things swim too fast. Against this
trouble thought may be a remedy; force of
person is another one, and money and big-
scale lavishness, unpierceable concrete-
ness, organisational deeds. So there are
these various remedies and many more,
older ones, but you don't actually have
full choice among all the varieties, es-
pecially those older ones of the in-
visible world. Most people make do with
what they have, and labour in their given
visible world, and this has its own
stubborn merit (AM p.214).

Fifty-seven varieties of cognitive or metaphysical panacea,
shuffle the pack and select from the middle of the deck.
This type of statement, ostensibly commoh-sensical (and
Augie's colloquial idiom is particularly irritating in a
passage like this, giving us the kind of wise paternalism
that sits on the stoop resting its bones) is in fact, as
Podhoretz noted with concern, impossibly abstract, its
glibness showing through the rhetorical veneer. Perhaps
again we must make allowances for the novel's place in
history and admit that in 1953 such a representation was
less facile than it now appears. Spoiled for choice, the
number of possible roads back to an authentic, unplundered
reality even included shoring oneself up with dollars and

big-scale spending.
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If the mind was wronged by the affluent society, by
the depredations of the 'fat and rich' bourgeois gods,
then, so Augie's argument runs, it might also be cured
by the same energies acting as a paregoric. Back in his
world of infinite possibilities, Augie relishes the glow
of societal excess, and asks us to accept that whatever
the suffering at the borders, there is still a divine
average which will make life tolerable for the many, the
world of 'most people' who 'make do with what they have'.
If the darkness is endemic so too is the fund of hope,

Augie's 'animal ridens', forever buoyant. Look at the

spectacle of 'mud-sprung, famine-knifed' humanity, but
don't be made despondent by it. Even this negative energy
speaks of that glorious world of possibilities, large
enough to encompass such energy as another part of the

spectacle Augie puts on display:

I had to wait for his calls in the police
station . . . moving from dark to lighter
inside the great social protoplasm. But the
dark of this West Side station! It was very
dark. It was spoiled, diseased, sore and run-
ning. And as the mis-minted and wrong-struck
figures and faces stooped, shambled, strode,
gazed, dreaded, surrendered, didn't care--
unfailing, the surplus and superabundance of
human material--you wondered that all was
stuff that was born human and shaped human,
and over the indiscriminateness and lack of
choice. And don't forget the dirt-hardness,
the dough-fats and raw meats, of those on the
official side. And this wasn't even the big
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Newgate of headquarters downtown but
merely a neighbourhood tributary (AM

Pp.228-9).

As a good example of Augie's image-making, this passage
demonstrates how glibly ethics are surrendered to ex-
clamatory rhetoric throughout his narrative. The New York

Post called Augie March 'this vast swarm of a book' in

its review, and Augie's range of metaphors in the above
suggest the aptness of that description. Lionel Trilling
found a moral centre to this novel in its 'demonstration
of how to achieve and celebrate human richness"'. My
reservations bear down precisely on the way this richness
is celebrated. The perils lie in Augie's assertion that
the richness is all, that against the vast human aggregate
no infirmity, no malevolence can possibly gain ascendancy.
In plenitude, 'surplus and superabundance of human mate-
rial', the swarm of mankind, there will, says Augie, be
mistakes--'mis-minted and wrong-struck'--but in the ulti-
mate this may just be surplus 'stuff', not harmful to the
racial colossus which will contain it and move forward
regardless. Augie bypasses meaningful reflection on the
causes or the consequences of this human misery and instead
asks us to join him in celebration and wonderment ('But
the dark of this West Side station!') in the presence of
'the great social protoplasm' of which it is but a small

part.

There may well be a demonstration in Augie's picture

of how to achieve and celebrate human richness, but we are



at liberty to severely question the methods he employs
and the moral suppressions behind them. As we near this
century's close we have learnt enough to suspect a lan-
guage that sees individuals as so many coins well-struck
or ill-struck, that is familiar with the ‘dough fats and
raw meats' of mankind, that little recks the malad justed
or the broken in spirit because they are part of an 'un-
failing' system. Chicago had its stockyards and the cen-

tury its Dresdens and Belsens. The Dean's December sees

Corde involved with more bitter and truer metaphors of
human mass; with Chicago's slums and its inhabitants who
live in 'endless regions of the stunned city--many, many
square miles of civil Passchendael or Somme' (DD p.205).
Augie's implied belief is that the race is unstoppable,
incorruptible, 'unfailing'. For Corde, the only immutable
element in the human constitution thirty years after
Augie is that there are 'endless regions' of the 'spoiled,
diseased, sore and running'. These reflect no connexion
with the vivacity of the social process but only reveal
'the slums we carry around inside us. Every man's inner
inner city' (DD p.205). Corde finds it necessary to res-
pect the destructive power of the socially unaccommodated
whose experience of reality is unembellished by illusions
of any kind. With 'nothing but death before it' this mass
population embraces its destiny as 'a doomed people' (DD
p.205). Because of its 'merciless education in reality’

this people begin to kill; sometimes ‘'some of us', but

107




102

'mostly they kill themselves' (DD p.205). While Augie
might be granted an historical dispensation for not res-
ponding with a profounder note of fear or guilt to the
sight of the faces that 'stooped, shambled, strode, gazed,
dreaded, surrendered, didn'tcare', there are grounds for
expecting more than his exclamation ('you wondered that
all was stuff that was born and shaped human, and over

the indiscriminateness and lack of choice') which is,
finally, vapid and platitudinous. Augie's reaction seems
shallow enough when placed beside that of Nathanael West's

painter-protagonist of his novel The Day of the Locust,

also a pre-World War II book (I extend the 'historical
dispensation' to Augie, rather than to Bellow, or even to
Bellow's narrator writing after the war). There, Tod
Hackett sees into the potential of an unaccommodated mass
of humanity and decides to 'paint their fury with respect
aware that they had it in them to destroy civiliza-
tion'. 19 It is one thing to celebrate human richness,
quite another to do so at the expense of human depravity
and misery. There are surely occasions when optimism can
strike one as shallow, as a manifestation of weakness
rather than strength or mettle. As one of Augie's friends
puts it, 'a train could hit you and you'd think it was
just swell and get up with smiles, like knee-deep in June'
(AM p.297). According to Alfred Kazin, 'the Augie March
way 1s the longing to embrace in life itself, in its most

commonplace texture, the actual miracle of existence, the
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great gift itself, conferred and confirmed and to be
praised in every breath, richer than any words for it'. &0
But Kazin's is a hallelujah from the fifties too (his words
were published in 1959), written perhaps at the last mo-
ment at which it was possible to pen such a flourish.

And yet Kazin was right too; there is indeed a longing in
Augie for an affirmation of all 1ife, but, as we shall see,

that yearning is a response which is, at bottom, both fear-

ridden and fraudulent on Augie's part. Reading Augie March

does not release us from, but rather emphasizes what John
Aldridge has called 'the force of the fall from innocence,
of the failure of an heroic design'. The effect of the

novel is to provoke yet another 'surly spasm of futility'
21

at the impossibility of recovering the fever of op-

timism which affects to be 'the Augie March way'.

But the further Augle moves from his family in
Chicago, and from the extended family we are given por-
traits of in the novel's early chapters, the less firm does
grasp upon 'the Augie March way' become. More frequently
we hear a voice of despair, despair based upon his long-
denied knowledge of the true reality behind his nostalgic,
doctored vision of the past:

For should I look into any air, I could re-
call the bees and ghats of dust in the
heavily divided heat of a street of E1
pillars--such as Lake Street, where the

junk and old bottleyards are--like a terri-
bly conceived church of madmen, and its

his
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stations, endless, where worshipers crawl
their carts of rags and bones. And some-
times misery came over me to feel that I
myself was the creation of such places.
How is it that human beings will submit to
the gyps of previous history while mere
creatures look with their original eyes?
(AM p.330).

Augie's preoccupation with the superiority of the non-
human, creaturely domain ('I could look out like a crea-
ture' (AM p.330)) is thus related to his unwillingness

to admit his awareness of, and implication in the world

of human degradation. His responses to the animal universe
are based upon a form of hubris, a distancing of himself
from the 'rags and bones' of his fellow man. Whereas the
impulses of Albert Corde are profoundly human, his fierce
attacks on others actuated by his humane and cultured
consciousness, Augie's animus in such a passage as the
above is one that repudiates the human connexion on a
personal level. Though susceptible to pangs of 'misery'
directly related to the consanguinity he feels with others,
he refuses to examine the true provenance of these feel-
ings, preferring instead to ascribe them to 'the gyps'

of imperfect memory. Alfred Kazin suggested that Augie
March offered 'the deepest commentary I know on the social
utoplanism of a generation which always presumed that it
could pacify life, that it could control and guide it to

ZE

an innocuous social end'. Perhaps this is the most

charitable way to regard Augie's disaffected vision of



human suffering, as a natural response to punctured

idealism.

Most commentaries are agreed that the Mexican inter-
lude is the most unsatisfactory part of the narrative as
a whole. The style of writing appears increasingly in-
adequate, and there are more noticeable discrepancies
between this bloated style and the thinness of the events
in Augie's life. My own view is similar to that expressed
by John Aldridge who feels that 'the style is forced to
compensate for the insufficiency of the experience on

23

which it is intended to comment'. The one consolation
available to readers having to overcome the trial of their
goodwill and patience presented by this part of the novel
is that they are, finally, allowed access to what is, in
my view, the philosophical heart of Augie's adventures

and their meaning in terms of Bellow's development as a

novelist of ideas.

In a sense this self-confrontation yields an onto-
logical knowledge almost identical to that discovered by

Joseph at the close of Dangling Man. The significant

difference concerns Augie's reaction to this realization
that social, public reality is fraudulent, a collaborative
fiction 'made up of these inventors or artists' who con-
trive 'a huge invention, which is the invention maybe of
the world itself, and of nature' and this ‘'becomes the
actuality' (AM p.402). Whereas Joseph appears to capi-

tulate to the dimunition of personal integrity represented



by involvement with this state of affairs, Augie's res-

ponse is, in an important sense, more cowardly than
Joseph's. The latter's struggle to engage with what he
calls his 'real and not superficial business as a man' is
essentially noble and sustained; Augie, on the contrary,
can scarcely be said to have begun the struggle. Most of
the narrative, in fact, is concerned with the elaborate
evasion of this struggle. Joseph, one might reasonably
say, has fought the good fight with his inner adversaries
and the apparent defeat of his higher self at the end of
his diary is also informed by a blinding awareness of the
conditions needed to satisfy life in this higher reality.
Augie recognizes those conditions but is so terrified by
them that he never lives in their heart. Once again he
finds self-absolution in the ways of the crowd:

External 1ife being so mighty, the instru-

ments so huge and terrible, the performances

so great, the thoughts so great and threat-

ening, you produce a someone who can exist

before it. You invent a man who can stand

before the terrible appearances. This way he

can't get justice and he can't give justice,

but he can live. And this 1s what mere
humanity always does (AM pp.401-2).

Augie thus realizes the true nature of his inauthenticity,
but goes on to recognize also that his 'real fault was

that I couldn't stay with my purest feelings' (AM p.402).
He succumbs to the blandishments of expedient reality and

inhabits that persona which deceives not only his own



truer intimations but also those many critics who saw in

him a reincarnation of the American Adam. In what is, for
me, the most sincere of all Augie's utterances, his self-

contempt issues forth the painful truth:

to arrive at the chosen thing needs
courage, because it's intense, and in-
tensity is what the feeble humanity of us
can't take for long. And also the chosen
thing can't be one that we already have,
since what we already have there isn't
much use or respect for. Oh, this made me
feel terrible contempt, the way I felt,
riled and savage. The f--- slaves! I
thought. The lousy cowards:

As for me personally, not much better
than some of the worst, my invention and
special thing was simplicity. I wanted
simplicity and denied complexity, and in
this I was guileful and suppressed many
patents in my secret heart, and was as de-
vising as anybody else. Or why would I long
for simplicity? (AM p.466).

At a stroke this confession forces us (or at least those
whose critical faculties have not been eroded by either
'the flaccid taste' of their time or their procrustean
need to find in Augie a latter-day Huck Finn) to regard
Augie's narration as wilfully rhetorical, a thing of
guileful posturing. It explains his reluctance to do

more than cheerfully wave banners in front of 'the great
social protoplasm' and also his irritating, and sometimes

bone-headed ingenuousness. The mindlessness which to many



readers seemed to accompany Augie's incoherent adventures

is here owned up to as a deliberate holding off of com-
plexity for simplicity's sake. Marvin Mudrick, in a very
acute essay, regrets that the novel 'is very sad in its
pretense of joy, the pretense of a self-reforming but un-
regenerate misanthrope', but though aware of the sham
behind Augie's optimistic mien, and of the peculiar par-
vanimity which his attitudes occasionally reveal ('Augie
March is a Jew almost fortuitously and without consequence
who recollects the anti-Semitic brutalities in-
flicted upon him in his childhood only to disclaim their
influence upon him' 2L"), Mudrick misses the existential

rationale behind the pretense.

His 'democratic temperament' can now be seen as
another refuge from existential truth and the fidelity to
a reality he finds too 'intense' to countenance for long.
Indeed, in moments of searing truth he is far more likely
to vilify the multitude ('f----- slaves') for its worship
of false images than he is to identify himself with it.
The entire narration, as given to us by the older Augie,
has now an ironic, rather pathetic look to it. It tells
the story of a half-life, a life undertaken with the
lowest of expectations of personal fulfillment, outside
of civilized principles, in the debased knowledge that
'this way he can't get justice and he can't give justice,
but he can live'. A modern confidence-man whose dupe is

himself. The Adventures of Augie March are provoked not




by an exploratory spirit but rather by the fear-driven,

craven need to deny his own being. The self-defamation

continues:

Personality is unsafe in the first place.
It's the types that are safe. So almost

all make deformations on themselves so that
the great terror will let them be. It isn't
new. The timid tribespeople, they flatten
down heads or pierce lips or noses, or hack
off thumbs, or make themselves masks as
terrible as the terror itself, or paint or
tattoo. It's all to anticipate the terror
which does not welcome your being.

Tell me, how many Jacobs are there who
sleep on stone and force it to be their
pillow, or go to the mat with angels and
wrestle the great fear to win a right to
exist? These brave are so few that they are
made the fathers of a whole people.

While as for me, whoever would give me
cover from this mighty free-running terror
and wild cold of chaos I went to, and there-
fore to temporary embraces. It wasn't very
courageous (AM pp.402-3)

Given the first two statements of the above it is little
wonder that R.W.B.Lewis was able to accommodate Augie so
easily into his book on the archetype of the American
Adam%5Even in moments of candour like the above, Augie
still makes his exonerative efforts, attempting to take
refuge in the lowest common denominator of humanity, in
the world populated by 'almost all'. But his admission

in the passage above has far-reaching implications for a



proper interpretation of his narrative. As I have in-

dicated throughout this chapter, the evaluative terms

through which the novel's meaning has formerly been under-
stood have, in effect to be transposed. The conviction
that 'personality is unsafe . . . it's the types that are
safe' goes far to explain why many readers have found

Augie March to be a pretentious narrative, one in which

fakery can be discovered in voice and tone. The voice can
now be recognized as belonging to a guileful and self-
estranged rather than naive protagonist, whose wanderings
through a series of 'temporary embraces' are undertaken
as a way of avoiding the pains of that reality he calls

a 'wild cold of chaos'. The boldness of the pose ('I am
an American, Chicago born . . . and go at things free-
style') is in direct opposition to the shrinking figure
beneath. It is not an exaggeration to call Augie's mis-
representation of this inner truth an extended piece of
prevarication. No wonder then that readers have found
Augie lacking in personality and depth of being; he would
forego such luxuries for the surer, safer domain that
belongs to the human 'types'. Knowing the 'mighty free-
running terror' of living in a full awareness of self,
Augie (ironically, pathetically) chooses neither absurd
laughter nor sober nihilism, nor even that heroic 'Augie
March way' which is the narrative's surface. Instead he
chooses to embrace a stereotypical reality and by so doing

becomes Bellow's saddest creation, more cowardly than



Joseph, more futile than Corde. His much-vaunted
gaminerie, his iron-clad ingenuousness, are his part of
the 'deformation' which he sees the multitude inflicting

on itself 'so that the great terror will let them be'.

Augie can now be seen as a character concealed from
himself and, for most of the narrative, from his readers.
The centrality of the passage under discussion here makes

those views which have made up the consensus on Augie lMarch

seem rather eccentric. Keith Opdahl's interpretation thus
begins to sound wildly inappropriate when he writes of
'Augle's happy acceptance of his time and place' which
'expresses the aquiescence of the Eisenhower decade at the
same time that it breaks through the narrow world of the
alienated hero'; 26 and the critic who confidently des-
cribes Augie as one ‘'determined to live fully in an un-

a7 misses the unhappy

predictable and unrolling present'
sight of his faint-hearted flight into the metaphysical
salve offered by 'temporary embraces'. So wide is the dis-
crepancy between the rhetoric and the reality of Augie's
existence that such judgements, founded as they are upon

an acceptance of that rhetoric, are utterly baseless. The

alternative to my reading of Augie March might be one that

places his confessional remarks in a developing context,
seeing them as some sort of nadir statement in a life
which matures to recover its hold upon authentic existence.
But the reader who goes in search of such a rehabilitation

will be disappointed. The concluding episodes of the novel



only confirm that Augie will continue to treat life as a

kind of pis aller. He relapses into his characteristic
guise, refusing to admit complexities for fear of where
they may lead, assuaging his dread of self-confrontation

by having recourse to expedient palliatives.

So the signs are not propitious as we hear the
return of a familiar refrain--'0Oh, but why get too ear-
nest? Seriousness is only for a few, a gift or grace, and
though all have it rough only the favorites can speak of
it plain and sober' (AM p.424). When he returns to Chicago
from Mexico, Augie is forced to explain himself to his
brother Simon and old friends like Clem Tambow. With no
exception, these people judge him a failure, a weakling
in life's race, adilettante who is out of step with what
Clem calls 'the reality situation' (AM p.434). But these
hecklers, kindly though they be at heart, are prototypes
of the more inhuman monsters to be found in Herzog,

Humboldt's Gift and The Dean's December, purveyors of the

harsh bottom line that brooks no failure in the success
stakes, that denies the spiritual 1life, seeing it as an
indulgence to be pursued in private, if at all, and that
cultivates a wit based on cynicism towards others. So
Clem's attack on Augie is very like many conversations
between Spangler and Corde:

What I guess about you is that you have a

nobility syndrome. You can't adjust to the

reality situation. I can see it all over
you. You want there should be Man, with
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capital M, with great stature. As we've

been pals since boyhood, I know you and what

you think . . . O Paidea! 0 King David: O

Plutarch and Seneca! 0 chivalry, 0 Abbot

Suger: O Strozzi Palace, 0 Weimar! O Don

Giovanni, O lineaments of gratified desire!

0 godlike man . . . you're going to ruin

yourself ignoring the reality principle and

trying to cheer up the dirty scene. You

should accept the data of experience (AM pp.434-6).

Clem is of course wide of the mark both 1in his own con-
ception of what ought to contribute to reality, and in
his analysis of Augie's maladjustment. If Clem has none of
Spangler's manipulative guile, so Augie has not Corde's
intense appreciation of 'the reality principle' and the
extent to which it has been debased by the cult of sensa-
tionalist experience in American life. Of course we have
had Augie's own admission that he is indeed unable to
ad just to the true reality of his life, though this is
most certainly not due to the high idealism of Clem's
analysis, but to his base need to overcome his dread of
that true self-knowledge. When Clem asks Augie if he is
'getting warm' when painting such a portrait of Augie as
utopian, the latter's affirmative reply is qualified by
what seems to be a good deal of self-irony, and an apolo-
getic address to the reader who by now knows (or at least
ought to have known) just how inexact Clem's portrait is:
We were in this woodwork bower, you see, of

this Chinese restaurant, and all seemed
right, good-tempered, friendly. When im-



portant thought doesn't have to be
soliloguy, I know how valuable an
occasion that is. Because to whom can

you speak your full mind as to your-
self? (AM p.435).

Perhaps the most penetrating of all Augie's critics is
his friend Mimi. Her diagnosis of Augie's infirmity hits
deadly centre a note that Augie himself had earlier id-

entified as the true one:

I'd better be cured of my attitudes. The
reason why I didn't see things as they
were was that I didn't want to; because

I couldn't love them as they were. But

the challenge was not to better them in
your mind but to put every human weakness
into the picture--the bad, the criminal,
sick, envious, scavenging, wolfish, the
living-on-the-dying. Start with that. Take
the fact that people generally were full
of loathing and it cost them an effort to
look at one another. Mostly they wanted

to be let alone. And they dug for un-
reality more than for treasure, unreality
being their last great hope because then
they could doubt that what they knew about
themselves was true (AM pp.436-7).

But instead of acknowledging the truth of Mimi's hard-hit-
ting criticism, Augie passes it off as distortion ('having
gotten the story as she wanted it, she didn't listen to
more') and a spleen-letting that had more to do with her

own emotional disorders than his.

Even more disturbing to the reader searching for the



evidence of Augie's confrontation with the inadequacies

of his past life is his return to quoting with conviction
'Padilla's slogan of "Easy or not at all"' (AM p.436).
Slowly, but it seems inevitably, Augie begins to take the
line of least resistance once again:

I went along whiffing a cigar and lacking

any air of steady application to tasks,

forgetful, elliptical, gleeful sometimes,

but ah, more larky formerly than now. While I

mused I often picked up objects off the

street because they looked to me like coins

thus obviously hoping for a lucky

break. Also I wished somebody would die and
leave me everything (AM pp.447-8).

And when Augie tells us about his next scheme, his
passionate interest in teaching children, and that 'it
was no problem to be my natural self with the kids--as
why, God help us, should it be with anyone?', we expect,
and receive no illumination about either this question
in particular or how it might bear upon Augie's life in
general. 'Let us not ask questions whose answers are
among the world's well-kept secrets' (AM p.448) whispers
Augie to our exasperation. Augie is one of literature's
most kenspeckle dullards, a character who learns no
lessons elther from wise friends or from those moments of
self-insight which he does his best to forget so quickly.
So when he complains that he 'seemed to have critics
everywhere' and sobs to his friend Obermark that his pride

'has always been hurt by my not being able to give an



account of myself and always being manipulated' by those

around him, we remember that moment of truth when he
admits that it is he who seeks refuge in others' orbits,
in 'whoever would give me cover from this mighty free-
running terror', in the comfort of 'temporary embraces'.
We have little sympathy for those who resent the leash at

the same time as asking for it.

'Nevertheless', protests Augie, 'I was getting
somewhere, you mustn't go entirely by appearances. I was
coming to some particularly important conclusions' (AM
p.453). What follows is the often-quoted 'axial lines’
passage, 1in essence a reiteration of the less well-known
passage to which I have repeatedly referred above. There
is, though, a significant modification in this restate-
ment of what it takes for man to grasp an authentic
reality, and this concerns the ease with which such a
reality can be reached and sustained. In the earlier
passage Augie had spoken of the hard road to this kind of
fulfillment, of the 'courage' and 'intensity', the dis-
cipline of will and character needed to overcome cigar-
whiffing distraction.Augie attempts a disarming honesty
in admitting that he is not one of those 'Jacobs' des-
tined to 'wrestle the great fear to win a right to exist'.
Against this, the idea of exploiting one's innate axial
lines reads like a piece of pseudo-mysticism, a dark
night of the soul as written by Padilla. Augie gives us a

mysticism for loafers, and suggests, pretentiously it has
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always seemed to me, that access to the higher realms of
being can be had as easily as the objects he picked off
the street. But such objects are illusory in their glitter,
as luring and as insubstantial as the axial lines them-

selves:

'I have a feeling,' I said, 'about the

axial lines of 1life with respect to which
you must be straight or else your exist-
ence is merely clownery, hiding tragedy. I
must have had a feeling since I was a kid
about these axial lines which made me want
to have my existence on them, and so I

have said "no" like a stubborn fellow to all
my persuaders, just on the obstinacy of my
memory of these lines, never entirely clear.
But lately I have felt these thrilling

lines again. When striving stops, there they
are as a gift. I was lying on the couch here
before and they suddenly went quivering
right straight through me. Truth, love,
peace, bounty, usefulness, harmony! And all
noise and grates, distortion, chatter, dis-
traction, effort, superfluity, passed off
like something unreal. And I believe that
any man at any time can come back to these
axial lines, even if an unfortunate bastard,
if he will be quiet and wait it out. The
ambition of something special and out-
standing I have always had is only a boast
that distorts this knowledge from its
origins, which is the oldest knowledge,
older than the Euphrates, older than the
Ganges. At any time life can come together
again and man be regenerated . . . He will be
brought into focus. He will live with true

joy (AM pp.4s54-5).




This is the passage regarded as the fullest statement of

Augie's philosophical credentials by most critics, a
shining vision of the transcendent possibilities avail-
able to the common man. If my argument in this chapter
has been at all lucid and persuasive, it should be clear
that the above is at most a desperate effort on Augie's
part to reconcile a serious desire for transcendence with
his own constitutional faults of lethargy (in terms of
applying himself determinedly to a single endeavour) and
caprice. It may only be yet another example of what one
critic frankly called Augie's 'cracker-barrel philoso-

28 Certainly there is nothing in the preceding

phising’'.
narrative that could persuade us to share his millenial
faith in the possibility of regeneration for himself and
all who merely have to 'be quiet and wait it out'. If
anything, the succeeding parts of Augie's adventures
refute this faith and reveal it to be simplistically dis-
covered and experientially discredited, wishful thinking
masquerading as mystical wisdom, a final, empty effort

on Augie's part to reinstate his belief in that world of

possibilities.

His plea for such a world, open, undivided, un-
concealed ('it's better to dig ditches and hit other guys
with your shovel than die in the walls ' (AM p.455)), is
in no sense more than that, a plea, a gesture of affirmation
intended to deny his bleaker but truer dictum that

'personality is unsafe . . . it's the types that are safe’'.



The Adventures of Augie March is Bellow's portrait of

extreme capitulation to the forces of unreality, and
Augie, in Mimi's nice phrase, digs for such a state more
feverishly than most. The structure of the novel is one
that conveys, as too few critics have understood, 'a
dominant pattern of defeat' <2 for Augie March, that
illustrates Bellow's appreciation of human fallibility

(to be increasingly explored in Mr Sammler's Planet and

the later novels) and the insidious blandishments that
man has created for himself so that he 'could doubt that
what he knew about himself was true'. The war puts an
end to Augie's impossible plans to put his axial lines
into practice ('I aim to get myself a piece of property
and settle down on it' (AM p.456)), probably as well con-
sidering his track-record in seeing things through. And
he, too, seems to recognize with self-contempt the ephe-
merality of his 'projects' by suggesting that his sudden
patriotism has its roots in a craven need to evade those
responsibilities he had drawn up for himself:

I got carried away immediately. Overnight

I had no personal notions at all. Where

had they gone to? They were on the bottom

somewhere. It was Jjust the war I cared

about and I was on fire . . . Well, what

you terribly need you take when you get

the chance, I reckon. After a while, if I

thought of my great idea, I told myself

that after the war I'd get a real start,

but I couldn't do it while the whole earth
was busy in this hell-making project
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I went around and made a speech to my pals,
much to the amazement of people, about the
universal ant heap the enemy would es-
tablish if they won . . . Oh yes, I got up
on my hindlegs like an orator and sounded
off to everyone (AM pp.457-8).

In response to that last confession we may well say, so
what's new. And we can't help but recall Joseph's similar
welcome of military life as an end to the burdens of
being true to the intensities of self-knowledge in

Dangling Man. Augie is an adventurer not because 1like a

latter-day Huck he is driven to take great strides of op-
timism, but because he is in fear-stricken retreat from
the reality of his self. In passages such as the above we
are in receipt of the self-disgust which is the inevitable
corollary of this false condition (a loathing he had
earlier expressed in his vituperations concerning his own
complicity in the human condition which resulted in an
inability to 'stay with my purest feelings', a gutlessness
which 'made me feel terrible contempt' at 'the lousy
cowards' who are his fellow-travellers). The picaresque
mode is in this novel an escape from rather than a move-
ment to, and Augie's quixotism a replacement of true by
false ideals. That Augie can occasionally admit his weak-
nesses more than many of this novel's critics have seemed
able to is a tribute to Bellow's subtle and ironic modifi-
cation of the picaresque hero. It is an original and witty ‘
reaccommodation of the mode to modern times, allowing it

to express, in ironic camouflage, many of the damages and
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compromises inflicted upon man as spiritual aspirant in

this age.

Augie is the adventurer in flight from self, an
American wanderer who uses and exploits the resources of
his nation and his own 'democratic temper' in order to
lose rather than find the truths of his being. Towards
the end of the narrative, Augie, in Florence as a tourist,
is accosted by an importunate old lady wishing to peddle
her services as a guide. This incident forces home the
point that Augie has all but succeeded in eradicating
the idea of 'personality' from his life. The old lady is
suddenly angered by his irritable dismissal of her as
Just another one of those 'people' who insist on bother-
ing him and she explodes:

'People! But I am not other people. You
should realize that. I am--' and she was
voice-stopped, she was so angry. 'This

is happening to me! she said . . . What

was the matter, hadn't this thing taken
long enough, wasn't it gradual enough? I
mean, the wrinkles coming, the grey choking
out the black, the skin slackening and the
sinews getting stringy? . . . What was the

matter that she still was as if in the first
pain of a deep fall? (AM pp.518-19).

Later Augie comes to realize the meaning of the old lady's
outburst:

This ancient lady was right too, and there
always is a me it happens to. Death is
going to take the boundaries away from us,
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that we should no more be persons. That's
what death is about. When that is what
life also wants to be about, how can you
feel except rebellious? (AM p.519).

The point is that it is this 'me' that Augie is in flight
from. Unlike the o0ld lady, whose insistent claim to self
he at first mistakes for pathetic vanity, Augle desires
the anonymity of type rather than the significance of
personality, the blunting of that terror-ridden reality
which he figures as a 'wild cold of chaos'. We think
forward to Charlie Citrine's brave determination to re-
cover his grasp upon this kind of reality, and remember
his explanation of this terror of pure being:

Gertrude Stein used to distinguish between

a person who is an 'entity' and one who

has an 'identity'. A significant man is an

entity. Identity is what they give you

socially . . . An entity, by contrast, can

be a frightening thing. It's as T.S.Eliot

said of William Blake. A man like Tennyson

was merged into his environment or encrusted

with parasitic opinion, but Blake was naked

and saw man naked . . . and this made him
terrifying (HG p.311).

In the end, Augie is riddled with the puerile ways of the
'feeble humanity' he is so much a product of and a part
of . When he returns to Stella after the war he returns
also to the implementation of his scheme for realizing
his axial lines. He knows then, as he did even at the time
he first conceived this 'project', that he 'didn't have

the least idea of how to go about it. And of course it



was only one of those bubble-headed dreams of people who

haven't yet realized what they're like nor what they're
intended for' (AM p.515). This conception of the axial
lines, so highly regarded by the critics is, as Augie
plainly says, Jjust 'one of those featherhead millenarian

notions' (AM p.518).

The novel may, in the end, have more significance
as an indicator of what Mailer called the flaccid taste
of an indiscriminate decade than as the great American
novel it was originally thought to be. The reviewer who

saw in The Adventures of Augie March a transfiguration of

American literary convention so that 'for the first time
in fiction America's social mobility has been transformed
into a spiritual energy which is not doomed to flight, re-
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nunciation, exile, denunciation' has the distinction
of being comprehensively wrong. Augie's energy is pre-
cisely one which is wholly given over to flight, renun-
ciation, exile and denunciation of his spirit and his
being. As a fugitive from the only reality which is worth
the name, Augie is a medal-winner, urging himself on to

new heights of evasion and self-induced amnesia, buckling

himself fast to whatever ignis fatuus will dissolve his

terror of self-confrontation. So the last glimpse we have
of Augie aptly sees him engaged in the struggle to out-
pace a newly gathering storm:

Then on the long sand the waves crashed
white; they spit themselves into pieces.




I saw this spectre of white anger coming

from the savage gray and meanwhile shot
northward, in a great hurry to get to
Bruges and out of this line of white which
was like eternity opening up right beside
destructions of the modern world, hoary
and grumbling. I thought if I could beat
the dark to Bruges 1'd see the green
canals and ancient palaces. On a day like
this I could use the comfort of it, when
it was so raw (AM p.536).

This, too, is that existential ferment from which Augie
will continue to run, besieged by his dark modern con-
sciousness of the 'wild cold of chaos', a spiritual
vagrant in search of the powers of distraction, 'the green
canals and ancient palaces' wherein he might find an
always temporary refuge. At the end of his first novel,
Bellow's character surrenders his self-determination to
external governance. With no regret Joseph agrees that
'the next move was the world's (DM p.158). Perhaps Augie's
adventures are best seen as an example of the dangers of
surrendering oneself to such a random agency. Bellow's
succeeding novels will show an increasing determination

to revise this capitulation.



CHAPTER FIVE: SEIZE THE DAY
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Wedged between the stylistic extroversions of The

Adventures of Augie March and Henderson the Rain King,

Seize the Day is still 'the real pastrami between two

thick slices of American store bread’. - The members of
the Royal Swedish Academy shared Mr.Mudrick's taste for
pastrami, as they singled out the novel for special
mention in the Nobel Prize citation. Even the Bellow-
baiting Mailer grudgingly throws a bouquet in the direc-
tion of the 'surprisingly beautiful ending' of the novel,
'the first indication for me that Bellow is not alto-
gether hopeless on the highest level'. : Hopelessness

is, however, very much Bellow's theme here, a profound
hopelessness which seems to me deepened by the novel's
much discussed final scene. Because of Bellow's imma-
culately rendered linear plot, the reader is led to anti-
cipate a climactic ending, a resolution to suspenseful
elements of the narrative--'he was aware that his routine
was about to break up and he sensed that a huge trouble
long presaged but till now formless was due. Before

3

evening, he'd know'. Many critics, lured on by the

false signals of Augie March, were determined to extract

a humanist affirmation from the concluding paragraph of
the book, with Tommy's copious tears being seen as ex-
pilatory and sanative, the waters of rebirth and baptism.
Others are altogether dissatisfied with the conclusion
seeing it as unclear in its meanings or artistically mis-

judged. 5 My own belief is that the language used by



Bellow in the concluding paragraph cannot possibly uphold
the range of affirmative meanings so often thought to re-
side there. The point is that such meanings cannot be
discovered elsewhere in the unrelentingly miserable se-
quence of events that make up Tommy's day; critics are
therefore driven to distort the modest meanings and per-
fectly lucid language of the final paragraph so that it
takes the shape of a polarising rhetoric persuasive enough
to act as a countermand to the accumulated logic of the
novel as a whole. But such interpretations succeed only
in muddying waters which would otherwise be unacceptably
clear in what they disclose about the depth of Tommy's
despair and, more worrying to such critics, about Bellow's
attitude towards the humanist possibility. 'Does Tommy
weep for himself, or the dead stranger and the ultimate
human state embodied within him?' 6 asks one exasperated
party in his effort to interrogate the obvious. He Jjoins
the ranks of those who find that the 'final burst of
lyricism is disguising irresolution' which gets him off
the hook by passing the buck back in Bellow's direction.
Yet this solution seems a good deal more preferable to
that of Malcolm Bradbury who, wrestling gamely with the
same question, 'why does Tommy weep?', shows what plura-
1lity of interpretation really means:

His final release may thus be supposed to

be his restoration, his atonement, his dis-

covery of his own mortality but also of
its potential. Tommy weeps for the body of



another, and his own insufficient and de-
based body; he weeps, too, to find that
'killing' to which he has devoted his day
has a meaning, being part of the com-
promised struggle that life makes with
lifelessness. He weeps also to find him-
self a part of the city's moving crowd,
a crowd to which he has been helplessly
trying to reach; and he weeps to discover
the mortality that makes the living and
the dead into one community, making life
senseless but making living activity into
a value, because it is simply all there
18, 7

No wonder Tommy weeps. Yet the above is merely the re-

ductio ad absurdum of the affirmative case. There is

neither the sense nor the suggestion in that final para-
graph of the novel to justify such riotous exegesis.
There is, however, plenty of sense in that final para-
graph. It is lyrically beautiful in its evocation of

Tommy's convulsive cri de coeur and it is also, as I

wish to show in this chapter, a resolution which does not
shirk from its ultimate condemnation of the inhumanity of
American reality. There is neither ambiguity nor irre-
solution in that condemnation but instead Bellow's
bleakest disavowal of the normative conditions that pre-

vail there.

Coming after the apparent affirmations of Augie

March, critics perhaps expected more of the same. 8 Yet

as I argued in my last chapter Augie is properly seen as



a character in flight from self-knowledge, well-practiced
in the ways of distraction and the art of concealment.
Given this it is no surprise to find the first sentence

of Seize the Day telling us that 'when it came to conceal-

ing his troubles, Tommy Wilhelm was not less capable than

the next fellow' (SD p.7). Or 'so at least he thought'
adds the narrator, an important qualifier and one that
distinguishes Tommy from Augie straightaway. Augie has
both the energy and the style to accomplish his self-
deceptions; Tommy, on the contrary, has no style and
precious little energy left. Bellow's narrator stresses
throughout the horrific price Tommy pays for his gaucherie,
his styleless bearing ('fair-haired hippopotamus'), his
failure in the material world, and his lack of emotional
reserve. Unlike Augie, Tommy has no notion of how to
successfully dissemble. The narrator slightly mocks his
efforts to keep up appearances, telling us that Tommy
'had once been an actor--no, not quite, an extra--and he
knew what acting should be. Also, he was smoking a cigar,
and when a man is smoking a cigar, wearing a hat, he has
an advantage; it is harder to find out how he feels' (SD
p.7). Tommy knows the groundrules, knows how he is ex-
pected to behave, having learnt from his father how,
despite 'bad luck, weariness, weakness, and failure' he
must still affect a low-key tone, must 'sound gentlemanly,
low-voiced, tasteful' (SD p.l5). Tommy knows the rules,

but always loses the game. 'I am an idiot. I have no re-



serve . . . I talk. I must ask for it. Everybody wants to
have intimate conversations, but the smart fellows don't
give out, only the fools' (SD p.43). By many standards,
Dr.Adler's repudiation of his son is justified and Bellow
has carefully prepared a case for the doctor's perception
of Tommy as a slob, a miscreant, a maladroit bungler with
an unerring talent for taking the wrong road. And yet, as
one critic has noted, though Dr.Adler 'is right, when his
slovenly, failure-ridden son comes on his knees, begging,

to both feel and articulate his disgust. He is right but

not human'. 9 And this is of course Bellow's subject here:

not Tommy's pathos but all those, such as Tamkin and his
father, by whose example he seems such a misfit. But this
is the final irony of the novel—that the one person who
clings to the reality of what it means to be human is, in
the eyes of his world, a misfit. Whereas Joseph of

Dangling Man set out in knowledgeable defiance of a

'commandment' of American reality--'if you have difficul-
ties grapple with them silently', Tommy's pathos derives
from his unexamined acceptance of this axiom. His tears
are an expression of his inability to live within a
reality that is contemptuous of their shedding. Years

after the publication of Seize the Day, Bellow spoke in

an interview of his belief in the vitality and serious-
ness of emotional display and of the harsh etiquette of

contemporary life that rules against Such displays

Is feeling nothing but self-indulgence?

1.29




What about William Blake's belief that a
tear is 'an intellectual thing'? .

When people release emotion, they so often
feel like imposters. By restraining them-
selves, they claim credit for a barren kind
of honesty. In modern literature, there are
not many clean and beautiful bursts of
emotion or moral power . . . In Humboldt's

Gift, when Citrine is beaten and abused in
court, he has an impulse to speak out in-
dignantly . . . but he checks himself
because he realizes that it would only make
matters worse for him. Nothing is gained by
letting yourself go among people who hate
such letting go.

The conclusion to Seize the Day contains one 'beautiful

burst of emotion' and, in the context of the novel's cri-
tique of cultural norms, the conclusion also has great

moral power.

What Tommy painfully learns is just the truth that
'nothing is gained by letting yourself go among people
who hate such letting go'. Whereas Citrine, and Herzog
and Corde too have realized the prudence of closing the
valves of feeling in public, Tommy has neither the intelli-
gence nor the guile to develop such sophisticated strategies
of concealment. Though many critics believe that the final

11 for him 'in the

scene sees a 'possibility of communion'
centre of a crowd', this, like all the other affirmative
readings, ignores important, clarifying elements of the
language of the text. Bellow's stress is upon Tommy 'hidden'

in the centre of the crowd. And that Tommy eventually un-
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burdens his heart while among strangers and that the final
image provoking this release is that of a dead man strongly
suggests, as one critic has put it, that Tommy's ‘unshared
life looms permanent' and that 'true feeling can only be
generated within one's own self, and only toward one's own
self"'. 12 Though he cries openly he is in a crucial way as
concealed as ever, 'protected by the occasion' 13 of the
funeral so that the onlookers are never aware of the truly
shocking nature of his isolated suffering. Instead of being
outraged, embarrassed, or in other ways strongly affected
by that grief, these onlookers are merely curious, or even
envious--'"It must be somebody real close to carry on so".
"Oh my, oh my! To be mourned like that", said one man

with wide, glinting, Jjealous eyes' (SD p.125). Ironically
too, Tommy comes to seem a dramatic embodiment of Bellow's
idea that 'when people release emotion, they so often feel
like imposters'. One mourner wonders whether he was
'perhaps the cousin from New Orleans they were expecting'
(SD p.125). So not only the language but also the context
of this final scene appears to demonstrate not 'the possi-
bility of communion', not a movement 'up, up, up into the
firmament of wishful allegory' 1 not, as Bradbury would
have it, Tommy's newly found connexions with the city's
crowd, but rather his awful isolation within the crowd, his
emotional release figured as a sinking downwards towards

extravagant oblivion.

e



In the same interview already quoted from above,

Bellow goes on to remark, apropos his short story 'The

0ld System', that 'in a family situation such as the one

in 'The 01d System', people do sound off' in an emotional
way. Yet at the centre of Tommy's life is his father's
refusal to accept such an 'old system' of family respon-
sibility which could countenance such a discourse. Bellow's
belief in the moral necessity of such a discourse has been

reaffirmed most recently in The Dean's December, though

there, perhaps significantly, family coherence is sustained

through the supervision of a matriarchy. In Seize the Day

Dr. Adler seems to have abdicated paternal responsibility,
leaving Tommy to mourn that 'his own son, his one and only
son, could not speak his mind or ease his heart to him'

(SD p.14). Dr. Adler is in fact 'one of those people

who hate such letting go', one who 'felt that his son was
indulging himself too much in his emotions' (SD p.52).
Ironically, one of the two people Tommy meets who encourages
emotional expression is Maurice Venice, the Hollywood agent
who, priming Tommy for his screen test, urges him to let
himself go, 'don't be afraid to make faces and be emotional.
Shoot the works. Because when you start to act you're no
more an ordinary person' (SD p.26). Again, this seems to
express Bellow's idea that people 'feel like imposters'
when releasing emotional energy. Only actors cry, pull
faces. Ordinary people, doing so, feel like actors. So

‘one fellow smiles, a billion people also smile. One fellow
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cries, the other billion sob with him' (SD p.26). Ordinary

people, however, are restrained by the emotionally re-

pressive reality of their culture, are conditioned by the

average 'to behave the same way as the average' (SD p.26).
Only movie stars can depart from the leaden rule of the
average, and in impersonating emotion their audiences are
allowed to impersonate them. The reality, embodied so
successfully by Dr. Adler, 'a master of social behaviour'
(SD p.33), is founded upon the law of reason for reason
is what one needs if one is truly to seize the day and
reason is what Dr. Adler personifies, as surely as Tamkin
preaches it. Love, emotionalism, feeling are all utterly
anathematic to the likes of Wilhelm senior. Dr. Adler,

like his namesake, Myron, of Dangling Man, has learned

to prize convenience above all else and this is the sense
behind his credo, his advice to his son, 'carry nobody on
your back' (SD p.60). To have feelings is to be vulnerable;
moreover, feelings are a positive disadvantage in the

world of business. Feelings belong to immature types. Per-
haps, Wilhelm thinks, his father 'may be trying to teach

me that a grown man should be cured of such feeling. Feeling
got me in dutch at Rojax. I had the feeling that I belonged
to the firm, and my feelings were hurt when they put Gerber

in over me' (SD p.62).

There is at least a cold candour about Tommy's
father's refusal to entertain the feelings of his son. Apart

from the minor characterization of Maurice Venice, the other



figure that encourages Tommy's self-expression is the

charlatan Tamkin. Tamkin is really the major character of
the novel, 15 the prototype of many in Bellow's fiction,

a particularly American characterization (he bears a
resemblance to the likes of Rinehart of Ellison's Invisible
Man, Milo Minderbender of Catch 22, and the numerous protean
figures of Thomas Pynchon's fiction), 'this model of the
contemporary mind, ragbag of public and private facts and
fancies lavishly scattered like farts in a windstorm, as
miscellaneous and unassemblable as amputated legs and arms,
tumbling outward toward horizons of meaninglessness’'. 16

He is certainly the forerunner of Valentine Gersbach of

Herzog and Dewey Spangler of The Dean's December. Like the

former Tamkin is a self-proclaimed poet who 'put himself
forward as the keen mental scientist®' (SD p.67). Both Dr.
Adler (described as 'a fine o0ld scientist') and Tamkin,

who gambled 'scientifically', are associated with a kind

of anti-humanistic scientism which will reappear in Bellow's
fiction in increasingly nasty forms until it is given its

baleful apotheosis in The Dean's December. Like Spangler,

Tamkin may have 'no purpose except to talk®' (SD p.99). In
a world such as Tommy's, wherein even casual contacts are
bounded by prohibitions of communication and expression
(witness Tommy's relationship with the hotel newsvendor,
Rubin, ‘the kind of man who knew, and knew and knew.
Wilhelm also knew many things about Rubin, for that matter,
about Rubin's wife and Rubin's business, Rubin's health.

None of these could be mentioned, and the great weight of
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the unspoken left them little to talk about' (SD p.10)), it
was a relief to find one such as Tamkin who 'spoke of things
that mattered' (SD p.88). So, just as Corde fatally un-
burdens himself to Spangler in Budapest, Tamkin finds

Tommy willing prey. Following his rejection by his father
Tommy stumbles into Tamkin's orbit, feeling that there at
least he would find one who could 'sympathise with me' and
try 'to give me a hand' (SD p.l14). It is of course Tamkin

who voices the novel's carpe diem motto. Like Madeleine

Herzog, Gersbach, Spangler, and Kirby Allbee, Tamkin is

the successful predator, perfectly adapted to the jungle
that is the American metropolis, 'the end of the world,

with its complexity and machinery, bricks and tubes, wires
and stones, holes and heights' (SD p.89). But, as one critic
has noted, Dr.Tamkin's adjustment to these conditions is

a mechanically frightening one:

He is a man who had learned the weaknesses
of the human condition and who puts his
knowledge to practical use. He is pre-
sented as not only devoid of sympathetic
understanding but as one for whom the possi-
bility of it has ceased to exist. Bellow's
image of Dr.Tamkin is one of the most sin-
gular condemnations in contemporary litera-
ture of what modern man has become. From
his voice come some of the most profound
and incisive insights of the novel

yet for him insight is not a moral achieve-

17

ment but a tool.

Just as Gersbach's audiences, deprived of 'good sense,



clarity, truth' (HZ p.28) come to attend a man who will

pump them with 'emotional plasma' (HZ p.215), so Tommy

prays that Tamkin 'would give him some useful advice and
transform his life' (SD p.78). And again, like the con-
fused types of Herzog's aquaintance who crave 'something
real to carry home when day is done' (HZ p.28), so Tommy
knows that he is 'a sucker for people who talk about the
deeper things of life, even the way he does' (SD p.74).
Tamkin's major trick (not difficult to apply successfully
in Tommy's case) is to jargonize psychological experience,
to mystify, to 'deeper the banal, to appear both scientific
and spiritual, and to present the whole case as impossibly

complex so that 'you can't understand without first

spending years on the study of the ultimate of human and
animal behaviour, the deep chemical, organismic, and spir-
itual secrets of life. I am a psychological poet' (SD p.75).
Gersbach is termed 'a poet in mass communications' and his
technique of exploitation is similar to Tamkin's:

A man like Gersbach can be gay. Innocent.

Sadistic. Dancing around. Instinctive.

Heartless. Hugging his friends. Feeble-

minded. Laughing at jokes. Deep, too. Ex-

claiming 'I love you'!' or 'This I believe!'’

And while moved by these 'beliefs' he steals

you blind. He makes realities nobody can
understand (HZ p.193)

With Tamkin, the problem was also one of intelligibility.
Like Gersbach, he has no being beyond his acquisitive

drives, his desires for significance. He succeeds because
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of his protean nature ('Funny but unfunny. True but false.
Casual but laborious, Tamkin was' (SD p.71)) and because
of his fake profundities which, too, comprise realities
beyond comprehension, so that 'listening to the doctor
when he was so strangely factual, Wilhelm had to translate
his words into his own language, and he could not trans-

late fast enough or find terms to fit what he had heard'’

(SD p.73). But this confusion of language and meaning is

one that, for Tommy, extends to the entire gamut of know-
ledge, and knowledgeability, to lead the individual to-
wards the nightmare reality of absolute unintelligibility

where solipsism has its perpetual ascendancys

And was everybody crazy here? What sort of
people did you see? Every other man spoke a
language entirely his own, which he had
figured out by private thinking; he had his
own ideas and peculiar ways. If you wanted
to talk about a glass of water, you had to
start back with God creating the heavens

and the earth; the apple; Abraham; Moses

and Jesus; Rome; the Middle Ages; gunpowder;
the Revolution; back to Newton; up to
Einstein; then war and Lenin and Hitler

You were lucky even then to make yourself
understood. And this happened over and over
and over with everyone you met. You had to
translate and translate, explain and explain,
back and forth, and it was the punishment

of hell itself not to understand or be under-
stood, not to know the crazy from the sane,
the wise from the fools, the young from the
old or the sick from the well. The fathers



were no fathers and the sons no sons. You
had to talk with yourself in the daytime
and reason with yourself at night. Who else
was there to talk to in a city like New
York? (SD pp.89-90).

This is one of the great pieces of writing in Bellow's
fiction and persuasively expresses this novel's concern
with the breakdown of community. In its sombre realization

of a total disjunction even between like-minded people,

the above passage is one that prepares us for that final

passage that confirms Tommy's fears about the futility of

attempting to find empathy outside the self.

Tamkin is both a creator and a beneficlary of the
state of affairs described above. He feeds on its victims
with utter impartiality. Bellow's physical description of

Tamkin appears to emphasize the animal in him as well as

the deceiver; and there are insinuations too of Mephisto-

phelian grossness and carnalitys:

What a creature Tamkin was when he took off
his hat! The indirect light showed the many
complexities of his bald skull, his gull's
nose, his rather handsome eyebrows, his vain
moustache, his deceiver's brown eyes. His
figure was stocky, rigid, short in the neck,
so that the large ball of the occiput
touched his collar. His bones were peculiarly
formed, as though twisted twice where the
ordinary human bone was turned only once,
and his shoulders rose in two pagoda-like
points. At mid-body he was thick. He stood
pigeon-toed, a sign perhaps that he was



devious or had much to hide. The skin of

his hands was ageing, and his nails were
moonless, concave, clawlike, and they
appeared loose. His eyes were as brown as
beaver fur and full of strange lines

There was a hypnotic power in his eyes, but
this was not always of the same strength,
nor was Wilhelm convinced that it was com-
pletely natural. He felt that Tamkin tried
to make his eyes deliberately conspicuous,
with studied art, and that he brought forth
his hypnotic effect by an exertion. Occa-
sionally it failed or drooped, and when this
happened the sense of his face passed down-
ward to his heavy (possibly foolish?) red
underlip (SD pp.67-8).

Interestingly Gersbach, too, is malformed, has a pegleg,
and 1s also depicted as carnally gross, 'with a head like

a flaming furnace' (HZ p.217). He is associated in Herzog's
consciousness with a lurid vulgarity--'when I think of
Valentine . . . I see the mobs breaking into the palaces
and churches and sacking Versailles, wallowing in cream
desserts or pouring wine over their dicks' (HZ p.215). The
image of Tamkin's twisted anatomy is of course the analogue
of the perversion of the natural which is his stock-in-
trade. 'If you were to believe Tamkin . . . everybody in
the hotel had a mental disorder, a secret history, a con-
cealed disease . . . like the faces on a playing card,
upside down either way. Every public figure had a char-
acter-neurosis' (SD p.69). And commensurate with the sugg-

estion that Tamkin embodies a kind of barely concealed,
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devilish bestiality, is his view of the world as an in-

fernal place of pain and suffering:

Wilhelm said, 'But this means that the world
is full of murderers. So it's not the world.
It's a kind of hell.'

'Sure,' the doctor said. 'At least a
kind of purgatory. You walk on the bodies.
They are all around. I can hear them cry de
profundis and wring their hands. I hear them,
poor human beasts. I can't help hearing. And
my eyes are open to it. I have to cry, too.
This is the human tragedy-comedy' (SD p.77).

But it is Tamkin who walks on the bodies of his suffering
victims, transferring the legitimate terms of description

from himself +to them, the 'human beasts'.

Tamkin himself is not a complex being. Bellow's
narrator allows us (in a way similar to that scene in
Herzog where we peer through Gersbach's bathroom window
to see him bathing Herzog's little girl; in such a context
Herzog can realize Gersbach for that which he truly is,
'not an individual but a fragment, a pilece broken off
from the mob' (HZ p.258)) to feel the terror that buoys
up Tamkin's masquerade, to feel too the slightest bit of
sympathy for the sense in which Tamkin is as much the prey
of 'the world's business' (SD p.41) as Tommy:

his face did not have much variety. Talking
always about spontaneous emotion and open
receptors and free impulses he was about as

expressive as a pincushion. When his hyp-
notic spell failed, his big underlip made



him look weakminded. Fear stared from his
eyes, sometimes, so humble as to make you
sorry for him. Once or twice Wilhelm had
seen that look. Like a dog, he thought
(SD pp.1l04-5),

While Bellow's descriptions of Tamkin emphasize his mal-

formations, his crudity, there is another suggestion too,
that he is a puppet, a doll, most obvious at those moments
when his eyes 'drooped' and 'the sense of his face passed
downward to his heavy (possibly foolish?) red underlip'.
His inscrutability, so disturbing at times to Tommy, guards

no sage complexity, only barren-mindedness and the humble

furtiveness of a frightened animal.

Seize the Day cancels out the false optimism of

Augie March and in its depiction of dissociation and dis-

solution, of Dr.Adler's well-dressed affability ('he bought
his clothes in a college shop farther uptown' (SD p.43))
triumphing over his son's despair, of Dr.Tamkin's high-
powered mountebankery, it is a novel that ought to have
done more to dispel the widely held view of its author as

one committed to humanism.



CHAPTER SIX: HENDERSON THE RAIN KING
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There are clear reasons for seeing Henderson the

Rain King as a natural successor to The Adventures of

Augie March. Seize the Day seems to be a chronological

peculiarity and in his reply to this interviewer's query

Bellow appears to confirm that chronological displacement:

'TI have always had trouble "placing"

Seize the Day. Although chronologically

it appears in 1956, between The Adventures

of Augie March (1953) and Henderson the

Rain King (1959), I have been more inclined
to group it with Dangling Man (1944) and

The Victim (1946) . . . My own feeling was

that the novel was written earlier and held

over, but I had no way of proving that'.

'Well, it was written over a period of
yvears and I don't remember now when it

was begun. You may be right about it'.l

Though in recent years Bellow has subjected Augie March

to his own critical appraisal, he has been as yet unwilling

to do the same with Henderson the Rain King, a novel which

is in my opinion damaged by similar failings:

'There were two things wrong with Augie March

as I see it now. It got away from me, for
one thing. I had found a new way to write
a book. It was my very own. But I had no
control over it. I couldn't say no to any
of the excesses . . . Up to a point it was

effective. Americans who read it felt
liberated by its excesses, but I don't

think The Adventures of Augie March is going

to wear well. 1Its other fault was
disingenuousness. I really knew much more

about darkness than I let on. I knew
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perfectly well what nihilism was. I had

no excuse for being such an ingenu. I

2
felt like doing the ingenu , that's all'.

I agree with those critics who see Henderson as a novel
that 'starts where Augie leaves off',3 though because

I have reservations about the success of that novel, my
attitude to Henderson is not a favourable one. It, too,
is weakened by a lack of authorial control which is
particularly evident in the articulation of theme, in the
ill-management of certain central images, and in many
passages where Bellow's gift for potent comedy degenerates
into the trivialization of issues and concepts which

deserved less clownish treatment.

Positive responges to the novel range from those which

regard it as a triumphant jeu d'esprit, as the most satisfying

expression of Bellow's comic voice, to those which are based
on traditionalist lines, which see Eugene Henderson as a
successful reincarnation of an American fictional archetype.
According to this view Henderson takes his place alongside
the likes of Hank Morgan, Connecticut Yankee and, inevitably,
Huck Finn. Bellow himself looks back on the novel as a
liberating influence, telling an interviewer in 1979 that

he'd '""got a stupendous break with Henderson the Rain King.

That man was talking through his hat, and therefore could

say what he pleased. And he turned out to be a considerable
rhetorician”'.4 I find it hard to accept these remarks

as recommendations for the novel, and they certainly do little
to persuade us that Henderson ought to be taken seriously.

Some have argued that this is precisely the point, that the
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novel is a work of parodic intent with Hemingway's African
stories the major target. However, as I go on to argue
below, those parts of the novel which it might be possible
to regard as subdued parody, are in some ways the least
enriching. Tony Tanner is one critic who gives Bellow the

benefit of many doubts:

Yet when the book reaches away from negation
towards celebration; when we feel the full
force of Bellow's refusal to accept despair,
then it takes hold of us in a positive way
beyond the scope of mere parody. Something
important, we feel, is brewing up even if
we cannot duite identify it through the
tangled exuberance of the novel's surface.
Henderson is a kind of fool, but persistent
enough in his folly to reach the threshold
of wisdom, and when he struggles to grasp
and hold the notion of a new nobility
attainable by men, then, whether he is
waking or sleeping, comic or profound, we
listen to him; and listening we suddenly
seem to glimpse what it might mean to burst
the spirit's sleep. Such glimpses are the

reward of the novel.

This 1is a proper attempt to justly discriminate, though too
generous in my view. Compare Tanner with this from Marvin

Mudrick:

By the time of Henderson the Rain King, the

pretense of joy has become grotesque in

its frantic didacticism and lack of conviction.
Bellow is reduced to having his hero converse
with Africans whose level of English is 'I no

know' or 'I no bothah you' or 'Me Horko';




and even when the Me-Tarzan-You-Jdane dialogue
is expanded for the King's quasi-Oxonian
ontological ditherings about lions, Henderson

continues to associate himself with such

quaint locutions as 'strong gift of life'

and 'the wisdom of life,' such sudden
illuminations as 'I don't think the struggles
of desire can ever be won' . . . Bellow would
like Henderson to be truly American, purebred
old-stock Anglo-Saxon (of all things!),

Paul Bunyan in an age of bad nerves; but
Henderson in the pages of the book is

half Augie, half catcher in the rye. One
wonders whether Bellow has any notion of

how much he is borrowing in postures and phony
wistfulness from a writer so far inferior

to him as Salinger; especially at the
embarassing conclusion, when Henderson

races round the plane with the child in

his arms, that Salinger child (sometimes

named Phoebe) who will redeem us all.6

This belongs to that school of critical rhetoric fathered by
Leslie Fiedler--strong on assertion and provocation, yet
marred by its aggression and cleverness, its willingness to

find fault. Yet despite such reservations I find myself

agreeing with the mocking Mudrick rather than the even-handed

Tanner. I also have wondered whether Bellow had any notion
of his borrowings. As I mentioned previously, Henderson has

easily (too easily?) been accommodated within the tall tale/
romance /innocent abroad traditions of American literature and,
inasmuch as Bellow won great critical acclaim with the American
archetype of Augie March, one wonders whether Henderson is not
tainted by a kind of opportunism, whether it is not a rather

calculated affair designed to plunder the traditional archetypes
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of American fiction. With Augie March Bellow admitted that

he pulled the wool over his own eyes ('"I knew perfectly well
what nihilism was. I felt like doing the ingenu, that's all"'):
given this admission it is certainly a real possibility that
the critics who were taken in by such disingenuousness would
continue to be duped by the archetypal echoes which resonate

throughout Henderson the Rain King.7 In connexion with the

question of compositional honesty Bellow has at least been
open about his worries on this score. In this interview he
refers to the difficulty he has had 'preparing a suitable

ground' for his 'prompter' or muse:

'he won't talk until the situation's right.
And if you prepare the ground for him with
too many difficulties underfoot, he won't
say anything. I must be terribly given to
fraud and deceit because I sometimes have
great difficulty preparing a suitable
ground. This is why I've had so much
trouble with my last two novels ng as
suggested at the beginning of this chapter

Seize the Day in fact precedes Augie March

in order of composition, then Bellow would

be referring here to Augie March and Hendersoﬁ].

I appealed directly to my prompter. The
prompter, however, has to find the occasion
perfect--that is to say, truthful, and
necessary. If there is any superfluity or
inner falsehood in the preparation, he is

aware it it. I have to stop'.8

The fact that Bellow experienced such 'difficulty' with

Augie March would square with his comments, already quoted,

about the 'disingenuousness' of that novel. That he admits

to similar difficulties with Henderson perhaps explains
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my own sense that it is a little too well made, my sense
that Henderson was indeed 'talking through his hat, and
therefore could say whatever he pleased'. Though some
critics would interpret such a remark positively, seeing
Henderson as 'a caricature of all Bellow's characters who
seek salvation', one through whom 'Bellow can laugh at his
own gquesting spirit',9 I fail to see why, if this is the
case, the reader should spare the time and trouble to deal
seriously with the novel. The novel of absurd comedy has
many very able practitioners of whom Bellow is not one-- and,
given his stated views on philosophical absurdism, nor would
he wish to be understood as one. As he himself put it, '"I
felt that my fooling in Henderson was fairly serious”'.10

The following study of the novel is therefore predicated upon

its underlying seriousness.

Most adverse criticism of the novel has been aimed at
its conclusion. Robert Boyars can claim that he does not
know 'any serious commentator who has found that . . .
conclusion satisfactory'.11 He joins ranks with the likes of
Thab Hassan who, in a felicitous phrase, tells us that
Henderson 's quest lacks 'the reticence of struggle',k that
it 'seems a little faked . . . his final reconciliation to
life appears self—induced'.12 Worth noting here is yet
another critic's calling attention to a 'fake' element in the

novel. Boyars himself complains that 'a decision is made

at the conclusion of Henderson the Rain King, but it does not

emerge from the novel itself, nor from anything the main

character has learned in the course of his adventures. The
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decision is willed rather than achieved, and it is asserted
largely at the expense of fundamental realities the novel
has resolutely impressed upon us'.13 Keith Opdahl makes
a similar point, noting that while 'Henderson boasts of a
large thematic victory . . . his difficulty in delivering
on these claims--the qualification and ambiguity which he
finally insists on--sustains the comic spirit of the novel
but creates thematic confusion'.14 Dan Jacobson believes
that because 'we never see Henderson back in the United
States . . . his transformation is finally no more than a
15

matter of assertion on his part'. And Norman Podhoretz,

reviewing the novel for the New York Herald Tribune, found

that 'the note of affirmation on which Mr. Bellow closes is
not in the least convincing, and altogether lacks the force

to counteract the magnificent passages of anguish and despair
that fill the body of the book‘.16 Of course there are a

few critics who have applauded the conclusion--including
Daniel Fuchs whose very recent book-length study of Bellow
would have us believe that it is 'a stroke of boisterous
lyricism that is part of the fabric of this essentially

; 1 ; : :
lyrical creation'. L And Richard Chase is unequivocal,

proclaiming that 'the end is magnificent‘.18

My own view of the ending is that as a piece of rhetoric,
in its tropes and locutions, it is too gquickly reminiscent of

Harry Street's last vision at the end of The Snows of Kilimanjaro.

The plane offering deliverance, the snowbound apotheosis, the
careful use of punctuation to build lyrical power leading

to the unpunctuated terminus ('there, ahead, all he could see,




as wide as all the world, great, high, and unbelievably
white in the sun, was the square top of Kilimanjaro'lgcf.

'T guess I felt it was my turn now to move, and so went
running--leaping, leaping, pounding, and tinglingrover

the pure white lining of the grey Arctic silence'zo) remain
for me uncomfortable evocations not of Salinger, that writer
'so far inferior' to Bellow in Marvin Mudrick's view, but of
the Papa of all African safaris of the soul. The influence

of Hemingway upon the novel has been investigated in other

areas by a number of CritiCSZl. It would indeed be good to

know 'whether Bellow has any notion of how much he is borrowing
in postures' from such forerunners in literary Africa. There
is, after all, some considerable distinction to be made between

parody and plagiarism.

b

Throughout this study of Bellow's fiction I am suggesting
that one of its major complaints is directed at the atrophy of
man's emotional potential. 1In the absence of a properly
functioning emotional life, the individual's experience of
reality is consequently crippled. Eugene Henderson has a
superabundance of vivacious feeling, so much so that one
critic at least has been led to see his adventures as ones
that teach him the value of subjecting those feelings to an
intellectual discipline. '"Too much feeling has contributed
to Henderson's belated understanding of what reality is'.

Yet one has only to turn to the novel's conclusion to be
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persuaded that such a view is not fully valid. There we

see that Henderson remains endowed with a huge emotional
vitality; he is, after all, not satisfied with a token
single lap around the body of the plane but we remember him
as the embodiment of energy and kinetic ebullience. And the
novel as a whole seems to insist that his particular
emotional life requires its contact with reality to be
maintained by extreme or violent experiences. Henderson
rerembers stepping on a land mine while doing military service
and he presents the memory to us in positive terms as an
experience which 'gave my heart a large and real emotion.
Which I continually require' (HRK p.22). I will argue below
that the kind of reality that Henderson seeks is simply not
on offer in fifties America and in this sense the narrative
as a whole can be seen as one that attempts to justify, and
then explore the fruits of secession from American society.
In this sense Henderson is thus related to Bellow's other
novels which portray heroes in justified dissent, those like
Citrine and Herzog, whose experiences of the reality of
American life led them to adopt their various stategies of
withdrawal from that life. Henderson is given to quoting
Daniel's prophecy to Nebuchadnezzar, 'they shall drive thee
from among men, and thy dwelling shall be with the beasts
of the field' (HRK p.21). The first forty pages of the
novel, much admired by critics, are ones given over to
Henderson's strangely halting efforts to explain why he and
America have fallen out, why he ends up as a modern Daniel

forging literal links with the lions of the Wariri.
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The urgent dissatisfaction inside him that cries 'I
want, I want' is a plea in no sense assuaged by the conditions
of life described in those first forty pages. It has always
seemed to me that the critic of this novel who questions
whether Henderson is 'ready' to rejoin American society at the
end of the narrative has misconstrued the point of Bellow's
. .. . 23

introduction. Such criticism would have us accept that the
author's plan was to give us a hero who is something of a
noisy delinguent at the beginning of the narrative, but
tempered by the short sharp African shocks we leave him at
the point of his rehabilitation into the America he left.
By these readings, Henderson leaves home because he is not
fit to remain there. One alternative to this is to regard
Henderson as a symbolical creation, large enough, like Whitman's
poetic persona, to contain multitudes, to carry America within
him:

It is at the moment when the voice that

tortures Henderson is introduced into

the narrative that the correlation

between Henderson and America becomes

unmistakably clear. The voice that

springs from his harried American

soul is the secret promise of hope

and rejuvenation when the old world

came to the new. But modern America

with its technological routine, its

nine to five business day, its dreams

of material success, has forgotten its

original dream and has lost sight of the

fresh, green breast of the new world

that beckoned the Dutch sailors . . .



What Henderson, like America, wants is to stop
the suffering and achieve this true destiny.
I would argue that it is only possible to claim such a status
for Henderson if one ignores or plays down the critique of
American reality which we are given in the first forty

These pages strongly suggest the extreme

pages of the novel.
incompatibility between Henderson and the America he lives
in. Neither here ncr at any further point in the novel does

Bellow allow us to believe that America is full of suffering,

like Henderson, to escape

harried souls who are struggling,

the yoke of materialism.

Many critics were unwilling to concede that Bellow might
have created in Henderson an unAmerican defector who ends up

having more in common with the pagan gens de couleur than the

New England brahmins. Perish the thought that Henderson could
have been anything less than an American flag-waver gone to
find the ichor which could bring the national consciousness

back to life:

Henderson wants the dormant national
consciousness to arouse itself and
awaken to its true greatness of soul.
He does not know how to arrive at this
greatness, but he is convinced that the
experts are wrong. The 'experts' are
those advocates of doom, wastelanders
who predict the downfall of the West
and the collapse of industrial America.
Bellow does not accept such a vision of
apocalyptic despair based on a facile
rejection of technology. His faith

in contemporary civilization and his



belief that mankind will ultimately make
it come through forcefully in Herzog.25

Of course this is itself a facile generalization of a

certain popularly held view of Bellow's ethics.26 As this

whole dissertation argues against such a view I shall not

attempt to offer a particular rebuttal here. The point is
that by the time of Henderson's publication, Bellow had

come to be seen as an author whose work (though I suspect

Augie March to be the operative influence here) expressed a

conservative mythology, his humanism seen as a faith in
American progressionism, a rebuke to all those detractors who
doubted America's manifest destiny as the leaven in the lump

of nihilism and despair:

Henderson projects an image which America,

or the United States, to be precise, does,

or could, or should present to the rest of

the world. The effect is quite different

from that made by Uncle Sam of an earlier
period or by the Ugly American, who had
appeared prominently in the fiction of more
recent times. This latter is the negating
image which enemies, detractors and despairing
friends of the United States have conjured up.
Bellow's Henderson is a counter-image--an
affirmative one. He appears as an awakening
giant, on the verge of a new consciousness,
representing the hopes and determination of
those who still share the American dream and
see the United States as the leaven which

will eventually bring freedom and love to

our world.27



Some vestigial conviction that Bellow still enshrines such

orthodoxies in his fiction persists today, and explains why
commentators reacted so unfavourably to a novel like

Humboldt's Gift. Still regarding him as the spokesman of

the kind of establishment ideology we see luridly presented

above, they were surprised by that 'most renunciatory of

Bellow's novel‘s'.28 And with The Dean's December, a novel

which suggests there is an equivalence in many respects
between American and Eastern European levels of reality,
Bellow must have seemed to many who still regarded him as

'the darling of the Establishment‘,29 as a quisling voice.

But Henderson could at least be represented as an
affirmer--though it was also necessary to argue that his
affirmations were thoroughly implicated in an American
persona; far from being a refugee from a culture he finds
antipathetic, Henderson is thus its fugleman. Without such
a defensive argument critics would have been forced to
admit that Henderson is a scathing indictment of the America
from which its hero decamps. I believe that the novel is a
rehearsal in part for the novels which were to succeed it,
all of which show heroes who have been forced to take cover
from 'industrial America'. Far from collapsing, this culture
is 'working, making, digging, bulldozing, trucking, loading'
(HRK p.27). 1Its increase and ascendancy is felt as the
threatening backdrop against which Bellow's men of feeling
are forced to lay low. Humboldt, for instance, is laid to
rest by the machinery of that industrial culture, buried

literally by its awesome power as he had been, in 1life,
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overwhelmed by the hostility, or indifference of its

ethos to his creative sensibility:

In the long years since I had last attended
a burial, many mechanical improvements had
been made. There stood a low yellow compact
machine which apparently did the digging

and bull-dozed back the earth. It was also
equipped as a crane . . . I observed, however,
another innovation in burials. Within the
grave was an open concrete case. The
coffins went down and then the yellow
machine moved forward and the little

crane, making a throaty whir, picked

up a concrete slab and laid it atop the
concrete case. So the coffin was enclosed
and the soil did not come directly upon

it. But then, how did one get out? One
didn't, didn't, didn't! You stayed, you
stayed! . . . Thus, the condensation of
collective intelligence and combined
ingenuities, its cables silently spinning,

dealt with the individual poet.30

The dominant image in the above (one of the climactic
passages in the novel) is of the individual's spirit being
smothered, overwhelmingly subject to the weight pressing down
from above, unable to get out from under. Though the passage
is a bleak speculation on the finality of death,it also
suggests that, in life, the death-weight is applied by the
juggernaut machinery of American technological culture
(*another innovation in burials')--that 'condensation of
collective intelligences and combined ingenuities'. Henderson
sees himself, I would suggest, as a victim of this same

process. Like Humboldt, his bold individualism is an affront
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to American mass culture which works to 'condense' and
‘collect' individual aspiration, to turn it into public
uses, utilitarian enterprises. Henderson is dangerous
because he is rich and disaffected, his affluence bearing

down upon him like some obliterating pall:

So what do you do with yourself?

More than three million bucks. After
taxes, after alimony and all expenses

I still have one hundred and ten

thousand dollars in income absolutely
clear . . . Taxwise, even the pigs

were profitable. I couldn't lose

money. But they were killed and they
were eaten. They made ham and gloves

and gelatine and fertilizer. What did

I make? Why, I made a sort of trophy,

I suppose. A man like me may become
something like a trophy. Washed, clean,
and dressed in expensive garments. Under
the roof is insulation; on the windows
thermopane; on the floors carpeting; and
on the carpets furniture, and on the
furniture covers, and on the cloth covers
plastic covers; and wallpapers and drapes!
All is swept and garnished. And who is in
the midst of this? Who is sitting there?
Man! (HRK pp.23-24).

America's commodity culture generates and rewards the
utilitarian species; those who cannot contribute to the
enterprise are the dummies in the shop window. Henderson
pays the price of possessing 'old' money in abundance.

With no notion of the potential contribution to the refine-

ment of a national culture by its leisure class, mid-twentieth
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century America forces the utilitarian imperative, forces
the production of something--the reflection of itself, its
collective aspirations, the trophy seen to be carried by
those who have nothing else 'to do' but advertise reward.
This is an example of one of the democratic tyrannies De
Tocqueville warned of:

The majority in the United States has

immense actual power and a power of

opinion which is almost as great.

When once its mind is made up on any

question, there are, so to say, no

obstacles which can retard,much 1less

halt, its progress and give it time

to hear the wails of those it crushes

as it passes.
It is interesting to note Bellow's recourse to the same
metaphor of pressure which is being brought to bear upon
both Humboldt and Henderson (in the former's case the
concrete slab, in Henderson's case the idea of man 'under
the roof', hardly noticeable amidst the sterile ornamentation)--
who is an American aristo whose forbears have included a
Secretary of State, ambassadors to England and France, and

whose father was 'a friend of William James and Henry Adams'

(HRK p.7).

The strong implication of the novel's first forty pages
is that America is inimical to those individuals who insist
on their right to dissent from the normative reality of
American life. The final provocation that sends Henderson

off to Idlewild to catch a place for Africa is the death of
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old Miss Lenox, the Hendersons' home-help. Though a number
of critics have held Henderson responsible for the old
lady's death, following up on his own guilty self-castigation
('the old lady had fallen under my violence as people keel
over during heat waves'), with Malcolm Bradbury telling us
that 'he reads this as the final lesson in his debasement,
evidence of the way he disturbs and is disturbed by the
surrounding environment',32 it seems to me much more likely
that his self-reproach which is initially absent anyway
('How could I be blamed--because my voice was loud, and my
anger was so great?'), is just a passing symptom of his
general distress at this point in the narrative. Much more
pertinent as an indication of his final decision to leave
America is his reaction to Miss Lenox's home, or, more
particularly, the nature of what that home contains. She
is a very minor character in this novel who is still
assigned a critical role. It seems that her life, or what
Henderson, entering her cottage, discovers she has 'made'
of that life, is for him a desperate comment upon the dangers
which are attendant upon his own existence as an American:

In the cottage I had to climb from room

to room over the boxes and baby buggies

and crates she had collected. The buggies

went back to the last century, so that mine

might have been there too, for she got her

rubbish all over the countryside. Bottles,

lamps, old butter dishes, and chandeliers

were on the floor, shopping bags filled

with string and rags, and pronged openers

that the dairies used to give away to 1lift
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the paper tops from milk bottles:

and bushel baskets full of buttons

and china door knobs. And on the

walls, calendars and pennants and

ancient photographs (HRK pp.39-40).
The eccenticity of the old woman's mania for collecting the
obsolete and the thrown-away suggests again the earlier attack
upon America's commodity-culture. The objects collected in
such numbers by Miss Lennox strike Henderson with profound
and revelatory force. She, too, has spent her life sitting
'in the midst of' a houseful of apparently useless objects.
I say apparently because each object, the buttons, the china
door knobs, the lengths of string, has the potential to be
useful. It is in the plurality, the abundance of each kind
of object that their uselesssness becomes obvious. The
old lady has so manysuch objects because no one else wants
them. We do not know enough of her life to be sure of the
kind of psychological security such an environment may have
provided for her, though it is reasonable to suppose that
these once useful objects were the visible evidence of her
victimization by that 'working, making, digging, bulldozing,
trucking, loading' culture. She is a curator, her house a
museum of the wasteproducts of that ceaseless augmentation.
Henderson realises that this profusion of 'rubbish' points up,
poignantly, the contrasting emptiness of Miss Lenox's life,

a spinster who collects baby buggies;

And I thought, Oh, shame, shame! Oh crying
shame! How can we? Why do we allow
ourselves? What are we doing? The last

little room of dirt is waiting. Without




windows. So for God's sake make a move,
Henderson, put forth effort. You, too,
will die of this pestilence. Death will
annihilate you and nothing will remain,
and there will be nothing left but junk.
Because nothing will have been and so
nothing will be left. While something
still is--now! For the sake of all,

get out' (HRK p.40).

Miss Lenox's demise becomes for Henderson a symbol of
all the human waste which goes unnoticed in an American

reality which tells people they are 'nothing but instruments

of this world's processes' (HRK p.132). He decides to 'get

out' of the orbit of America's pestilential influence, and
thus becomes the first of Bellow's heroes to unequivocally
cut and run, to get, as he puts it, 'clean away from everything'

(HRK. p.46). Henderson leaves not, as Bradbury would have it,

because he is 'unfit to live among men', but because he
realizes that America has created normative conditions which
are unfit for men to live in. As he puts it just before he
leaves, '"there is a curse on this land. There is something
bad going on. Something is wrong. There is a curse on this
land"' (HRK p.38). The emphasis, it should be noted, is not
on the rotten in Henderson, but on the evil within America

as a whole. It is thus the beginning of the novel, that part
which deals with the reasons behind Henderson's journey, which
makes the novel's ending so unconvincing. Henderson may have
benefited from his African experiences, but we have no reason
whatsoever to suppose that the 'curse' has been lifted from
his homeland. The reader thus has difficulty accepting the

appeal to the future at the close of the final chapter.
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So far from being a representative figure symbolizing
America as a whole, a large part of the edification afforded
him in Africa seems to be concerned with establishing the
rightness of his individualism. He approaches a sort of
joyful solipsism based upon a new awareness of reality as a

relative condition:

Travel is mental travel. I had always suspected
this. What we call reality is nothing but
pedantry. I need not have had that quarrel
with Lily . . . I proclaimed I was on
better terms with the real than she. Yes,
yves, yes. The world of facts is real,
allright, and not to be altered. The
physical is all there, and it belongs

to science. But then there is the noumenal
department, and there we create and create.
As we tread our overanxious ways, we think
we know what is real. And I was telling
the truth to Lily after a fashion. I knew
it better, allright, but I knew it because
it was mine--filled, flowing, and floating
with my own resemblances; as has was with
her resemblances. Oh, what a revelation!

Truth spoke to me (HRK p.167).
Yet when one begins to try to make sense of Henderson's
African experiences, one soon discovers the kind of muddled
thinking which makes such a task impossible. We are aware
that Henderson is on a quest for spiritual fulfilment, for a
fulfilment that will satisfy the yearning voice inside him.
He is in search of a reality which can accommodate his spiritual
as well as his sensual nature. Yet at the end of the novel

we are not certain that his search has provided him with this



new orientation, or whether he is willing or able to accept

any new knowledge which has been made available to him.
Inasmuch as King Dahfu's brand of wisdom (an unlikely and
singularly ill-matched potpourri of primitive and civilized
theories, the latter deriving in the main from Wilhelm Reich,
whose psychotherapy emphasized the interrelatedness of flesh
and mind) is coherent, it would appear to run counter to that
"truth' revealed to Henderson above. Dahfu urges Henderson

to 'move from the states of mind that I myself make into

the states which are of themselves' (HRK p.284), a philosophy
of reality which would appear to stress the importance of
recognizing the inherent in the phenomenal world. 1In his very
Herzog-like letter he writes to his wife,33 he shows Dahfu's
influence in a remark such as this--'we don't see the stars

as they are, so why do we love them? They are not small gold
objects but endless fire' (HRK p.285). Yet in the same letter
Henderson appears to accept the inevitability of failure, the
futility of aspiring--'I don't think the struggles of desire
can ever be won. Ages of longing and willing, willing and
longing, and how have they ended? In a draw, dust and dust'
(HRK p.285). And though like so many of Herzog's letters this
one never gets posted, Henderson's final memory of its contents
consists of a single axiomatic affirmation--'it's love that
makes reality reality. The opposite makes the opposite'

(HRK p.286), the elemental truth of which one is glad to put
against so much of the pretentious verbiage one has been
subjected to along the narrative way,34 against what one

critic has termed the 'Bellafrikanisch' of Dafhu's idiom and



against Henderson's cracker-barrel ravings which have him

: : 35
sounding like 'Daddy Warbucks trying to explain Spinoza'.

Another sudden misgiving arises as, facing the enraged
lion he and Dahfu are trying to cage, Henderson tells us that
he 'had boasted to my dear Lily how I loved reality . . .

But oh, unreality! Unreality, unreality! That has been my
scheme for a troubled but eternal life. But now I was
blasted away from this practice by the throat of the lion.

His voice was like a blow at the back of my head' (HRK p.307).
This comes from a character who has often impressed upon us
that 'when you come right down to it, there aren't many guys
who have stuck with real life through thick and thin, like me.
It's my most basic loyalty' (HRK p.232). Are we to assume

that, faced by the furious roar of the lion, Henderson is

shocked into an absolute, if fleeting self-revelation? That

the entire preceding narrative must now be viewed as a lengthy
demonstration of his 'practice' of living a life of 'unreality'?
And that 'blasted away from this practice' Henderson will, ipso

facto, henceforth be more capable of living life authentically?

That an answer to such questions is difficult to achieve
is partly due to Bellow's insecure handling of theme and image.
Throughout the novel, the reader has been made familiar with
Henderson's belief that 'truth comes with blows' and so his
continuing wuse of this metaphor in the climactic passage
quoted above might appear consistent enough. In the third
chapter of his narrative, Henderson had introduced the idea

of pain as a facilitator of truth:
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Beside my cellar door last winter I was
chopping wood for the fire . . . and a
chunk of wood flew up from the block
and hit me in the nose . . . as I felt
the blow my only thought was truth.
Does truth come in blows? That's a
military idea if there ever was one.
(HRK pp.22-23).

The image is developed slightly during Henderson's ritual

wrestling bout with Itelo:

I got a bad blow on the nose and was
afraid the root of it had been parted

. . . since that day of zero weather
when I was chopping wood and was struck
by the flying log and thought, 'Truth
comes with blows,' I had evidently
discovered how to take advantage of
such experiences, and this was useful
to me now, only it took a different
form; not 'Truth comes with blows' but
other words, and these words could not
easily have been stranger. They went
like this: 'I do remember well the hour

which burst my spirit's sleep' (HRK p.67).
And at other points in the narrative Henderson reaffirms the
real and truthful messages communicated by 'blows' of different
kinds. So the climax to the quest for reality, that end to
'unreality' provided by the lion's roar 'like a blow at the
back of my head' has tostruggle against Bellow's previous
uses of this image. If truth does come presaged by blows, the
reader is entitled to ask which of Henderson's history of blows
has carried most 'truth'? 1Is the reader expected to understand

that all his previous moments of revelation are discredited by
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the force of the final stunning discovery? If so, then Bellow's
repeated use of the 'truth as blows' trope is inept, tending
as it does to suggest an equivalence between the moments, all

of which have been associated with truth.

Bellow goes on to further compound the confusion
surrounding Henderson's final intimation by having him tell
his companion, Romilayu, that though King Dahfu 'thought he
could change me . . . I met him too late in life . . . I was
too gross. Too far gone' (HRK p.314). This suggests that
the climactic revelation was partial or fleeting. Dahfu
represented an ideal, but the ideal has not been internalized
in Henderson's being. '"T wish I could have opened up my
heart to that poor guy"' (HRK p.318), says Henderson of Dahfu.
At the end of his African sojourn, then, the reader is faced
with this kind of equivocatory prose at a point when a

clarifying perspective ought to be present.

The closing pages of the novel do not suggest that
Henderson regards his return to America as anything more than
an opportunity to see his wife and children again. He explains
his desire to return as 'a bad case of homesickness', a need
to 'get back to Lily and the children' (HRK p.328). Apart
from the lyrical rhetoric of the final paragraph (a rhetoric
of affirmation which is, as Robert Boyars complains, 'asserted
largely at the expense of fundamental realities the novel has
resolutely impressed upon us'), 5 Bellow offers no evidence
whatsoever that Henderson's experiences have allowed him to
comtemplate a reconciliation between himself and those negative

ideologies which still condition American reality:
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We're supposed to think that nobility

is unreal. But that's just it. The

illusion is on the other foot. They

make us think we crave more and more

illusions. Why, I don't crave illusions

at all. They say, Think big. Well, that's

baloney of course, another business slogan'

(HRK p.318).
His recollection of his relationship with Smolak the bear also
seems to suggest his continuing disaffection with the human and
the social. As he and Smolak share the car of a circus roller
coaster, 'while the Canadian hicks were rejoicing underneath
with red faces . . . we hugged each other, the bear and I, with

something greater than terror and flew in those gilded cars'

(HRK p.339).

Henderson the Rain King, with its thematic uncertainties,

its vacillating between a rhetoric of affirmation and despair,
its final, desperate lunge towards reconciliation with the
American homeland, is Bellow's unsatisfactory farewell to an
unsatisfactory phase of his writing career. Both Augie March
and Henderson seem in retrospect rhetorical creations; we
remember them for their distinctive voices and mannered
characteristics rather than for any compelling articulation of
truth. With the publication of his next novel, Herzog,

Bellow reasserted control over rhetorical excess and revealed
that he not only 'knew much more about darkness' but was very

capable of an honest confrontation with it.




CHAPTER SEVEN: HERZOG



Herzog is a showcase for its author's particular

gifts of intelligence and his creative use of that in-

telligence, his capacity for finding, through charac-
terization and narrative technique, the felicitous means
whereby they can be most trenchantly bodied forth against
disturbing cultural norms. Even when measured against

The Dean's December, a work of very large significance

both in terms of Bellow's own development as a writer and
in terms of American literature as a whole, Herzog's
stature remains. The seriousness of its subject-matter
(sustained, indeed enhanced through Bellow's comic strat-
egies) was a timely corrective to the bantam appearance
of Henderson .the Rain King, and, for most critics, Herzog

was its author's most considerable novel to date. 1 The

most famous dissenting voice was that of Richard Poirier
whose essay, 'Bellows to Herzog' presented the novelist

as a self-deceived, if not hypocritical poseur who had

refused to acknowledge the extent to which he himself
peddled °'the Waste Land outlook', a trafficker in fake
seriousness, one who would 'replace the "commonplaces" of
alienation with even more obvious commonplaces about "the
longing to be human "'. - Unfortunately, Poirier's essay
is weakened by its tendentious presentation, its flushed
rhetoric detracting from its usefulness as a critique.
But Poirier's complaint that Bellow's vision as a whole
fails to give artistic realization to that 'longing' is

in an ironic sense responded to by the likes of Citrine
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and Corde, both of whom come to recognize that their
longing derives from a complex of forces antithetical to
the human, a yearning, in fact, for the cancellation of

'everything merely human' (DD p.310).

Poirier's attack may, indeed, have all of its point
in its stridency of tone, for its substantive argument--
that Bellow is as alienated as 'the disaffected, subver-

3

sive, radical clique'’ whom he publicly abuses--is a

more ad hominem restatement of the widely held view that

Bellow's fiction is very often one of paradox, 4 one in
which the life-longing affirmations are often weak con-
testants in the struggle against alienating forces in
society. So when Poirier unmasks the figure he has been
at considerable pains to present as canting and self-
deluded in his 'effort to blind himself to the fact that
he is no less "repelled" by such things as "the degrada-
tion of the urban crowd"', 5 he is being merely rhetorical
about what has been a constant preoccupation in the novel-

ist's attitude since Joseph of Dangling Man looked with

recoil at the Chicago slums.

But though Poirier's argument declines into pole-
micism, it does arrive, in a cackhanded fashion, at the
critical question which has had to be faced by all serious
readers of Herzog. Many have seen the novel as 'an attempt
to reach beyond mere victim-literature to some more posi-
tive ground of hope' 6 but some have gone on to conclude

that this aspiration is confounded by the conclusion of
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the narrative which would seem to stress Herzog's
passivity, his posture of indifference towards intruders
and to their perception of him ('If I am out of my mind,
it's all right with me '71 and his retiral from the
struggle against such vulgarians as Gersbach. 8 This
reaching towards a new orientation of hope for man seemed
to be at least impeded by the tenor of the novel's con-
clusion and markedly deflected by Bellow's next novel,

Mr Sammler's Planet. There Marcus Klein was able to posi-

tively identify that 'repulsion' of which Poirier wrote.
Sammler sees 'in the richness of human life cause for
revulsion'9 according to Klein. What Klein called 'those
characterizing shiftings between "alienation" and "accom-

10 were beginning to find the latter element

modation"'
in this polarity more difficult to achieve. In my view,
Herzog fully establishes Bellow's move away from the
necessity of such 'accommodation' towards, not alienation
(as Poirier would have it) for his heroes, but a condition
which, in its dramatized context, comes to seem an ideal-
ization of the remote--of secession from society as a new
ethic of 'duty' for the sane, for the maintenance of
sanity and civility. Brotherhood, the value of community,
is given a new and ironic connotation in Bellow's later
works. Charlie and Julius Citrine, Moses and Will Herzog,
Spangler and Corde (whose early relationship is portrayed

as brotherly) are brothers in name only, their sad in-

communicability expressing the widening gap between that




reality modeled upon the ethos of business and science,

the sphere of practical miracles, of those like Julius,
Will, and Spangler, the person who 'knows-the-world-for-
what-it-is' (HZ p.307), and that other reality, fully
cognizant of heart and spirit, which is the transcendent
condition reached, if only momentarily, by Charlie, Moses
and Corde. Bellow uses fraternity ironically, to stress
all that conspires against consanguinity. As in this
passage, where Herzog reflects on all that divides him
from his brother, and from what passes for brotherhood in

the modern age:

there's a strange division of functions
that I sense, in which I am the specialist
in...in spiritual self-awareness; or emo-
tionalism; or ideas; or nonsense. Perhaps
of no real use or relevance except to keep
alive primordial feelings of a certain
sort. He mixes grout to pump into these new
high-risers all over town. He has to be po-
litical, and deal, and wangle and pay off
and figure tax angles . . . Will is a quilet
man of duty and routine, has his money,
position, influence, and is just as glad to
be rid of his private or 'personal' side.
Sees me spluttering fire in the wilderness
of this world, and pities me no doubt for my
temperament. Under the old dispensation, as
the stumbling, ingenuous, burlap Moses, a
heart without guile, in need of protection,
a morbid phenomenon, a modern remnant of
other-worldliness--under that former dis-
pensation I would need protection. And it
would be gladly offered by him--by the



person who 'knows-the-world-for-what-it-

is'. Whereas a man like me has shown the ar-

bitrary withdrawal of proud subjectivity

from the collective and historical progress

of mankind. And that is true of lower-class

emotional boys and girls who adopt the aes-

thetic mode, the mode of rich sensibility.

Seeking to sustain their own version of exis-

tence under the crushing weight of mass (HZ p.307).

It is, I think, no exaggeration to assert that in this

passage are contained the major themes of Bellow's later

fiction: the anxieties about the dissolution of personal

(i.e. emotionally articulate, spiritually aware) life in

the face of the Jjuggernauts of utilitarian ethics and

materialist conformities, and the fear (which will conso-

lidate into a conviction in The Dean's December and

Humboldt's Gift) that those who refuse to withdraw from

dissension, who instead insist wittingly or unwittingly
(as is the case, respectively, with Corde and Humboldt)
on challenging the orthodox reality, will be eradicated,
discredited as public figures. And though Herzog does not
contain the sustained attack on the scientific worldview

found in both Humboldt's Gift and, particularly, The Dean's

December, there are enough passing references to the

11 to allow us to see the novel as a seedbed for

matter
Bellow's developing concern here too. Inasmuch as such
anxieties and such responses on the hero's part are un-
equivocally exhibited in Herzog, I would like to regard

this novel (rather than the next, Mr Sammler's Planet) 12




as the watershed in the line of development I have been

following in Bellow's fiction.

That 'orthodox reality' to which I refer above is
regarded by Herzog as the external sign of the American
malaise, a destructively exclusive interpretation of the
real. 'People are dying', he thinks, 'for lack of some-
thing real to carry home when day is done' (HZ p.28),

their lives blighted by 'their great need, their hunger

for good sense, clarity, truth' (HZ p.28). Herzog's

arch-persecutors, his ex-wife Madeleine and his ex-friend
Gersbach, are both characterized as theatricians, as de-

facers of the real. Though they appear to others, weaker

than themselves, as intelligent and strong-willed crea-
tures, they are in fact empty of personality, and
Madeleine particularly is seen as without self-under-
standing, as much a victim of that 'hunger' for the real
as a victimizer. They utterly lack the ability to under-
stand their experience in moral terms, instead regarding
their relationships with others as power-plays. Madeleine's
intelligence 1s dissipated by her erratic and obsessive
nature, her potential wasted in morbid bouts of self-
scrutiny, or headlong flights into self-obliteration
accomplished by delivering herself into various mysticisms

such as religion (her Catholicism) or personality (Gersbach).



In all these general traits and their particular mani-

festations, both Madeleine and Gersbach are prototypes of

that 'advanced modern consciousness' which 'was a reduced

consciousness' (DD p.193), so brilliantly depicted in The

Dean's December. In that novel the generic features of

this consciousness are that it would contain 'only the

minimum of furniture that civilization was able to instal

(practical judgements, bare outlines of morality, sketches,

cartoons instead of human beings)' (DD p.193). This re-

duced consciousness is incapable of countenancing ex-

perience except in the most abstract way and, as a result,

is devoid of a moral reality. Such a dissociation is cer-
tainly present in Madeleine, whose effect upon, and reaction
to others also adumbrates Bellow's later critique of mass

society in Humboldt's Gift and The Dean's December where

the individual's craving for significance (for 'something
real to carry home when day is done') makes them soft
targets for those of strong will and intellect who yet

lack the moral responsibility to accompany these attributes.
In this particular way, Madeleine and Gersbach father
Spangler. Madeleine's primary effect upon others is to

make them feel 'exceptional, deeply gifted, brilliant'

(HZ p.38). Comically, even her psychiatrist, Dr.Edvig,

falls prey to her influence. In a 'letter' to Edvig, Herzog
tells him that Mady 'enriched her record by conning you'

(HZ p.55).

In many ways (though one thinks particularly of the



combative relationship that prevails between Allbee and

Leventhal in The Victim) Bellow's fiction is an examina-

tion of power relations, or rather of the abuse of power
both in society at large and in smaller, familial group-
ings. This is given its fullest treatment in the political

dimension of The Dean's December, where totalitarianism

is displayed as already existing in important sectors of
American society as a result of the puerility of mass
consciousness in that nation. In Herzog there is an allied
concern with the dynamics of power relations seen both in
Herzog's ruminations and unposted correspondence with
national figures and in the machiavellian ploys of people
such as Madeleine. Thus in a letter to Martin Luther King
Herzog writes 'the Negroes of Alabama filled me with ad-
miration. White America is in danger of being depolitica-
lized. Let us hope this example by Negroes will penetrate
the hypnotic trance of the majority. The political ques-
tion in modern democracies is one of the reality of
public questions' (HZ p.67). Again the source of concern
is to be found in the damage being done to the calibre of
reality in American culture. Herzog's fear that 'invari-
ably the most dangerous people seek the power' (HZ p.51)
is a generalization given specific force in the case of
Madeleine, whose public status derives from her belli-
gerence and hauteur rather than from traditionally moral
strengths. To Herzog it seems that the world is much more

ready to accept the gross neuroses and coldly applied



iniquity of a Madeleine--a patrician of a sort for whom
'the strength to do evil is sovereignty' (HZ p.126).

Madeleine, a latter-day Margot Macomber, 'has the power
to hurt' and knows it. This, then, is 'mental politics'

(HZ p.126), the analogue in private terms of that larger

political reality that Bellow will examine so acutelyAin

The Dean's December.

In the context of their adversarial relationship
with the hero, such characters as Madeleine, Spangler,

and the negro pickpocket of Mr Sammler's Planet--an ex-

tension of that type for whom the administering of evil
was sovereign strength--are portrayed as, above all, im-
placable, their ascendancy assured. It 1s important to
mark this since it justifies the hero's retiral from

engagement with such an entrenched, consensus reality.

In Bellow's view, lMadeleine exemplifies the breed of the
age which, like Lowell's skunks, 'will not scare’. 13
Lowell's poem posits a conjunction between personal sick-
ness and communal malaise (as does Bellow, taking Madeleine
and Gersbach as the prime exhibitors of malaise), a sick-
ness that creeps through the whole community. The skunks

of the poem are the only creatures in it with any reso-
lution. They know what they want, and take it. They can
march so brazenly up the main street of the community and
possess their desire with impunity only because of the

puerility of that community. The horror of Lowell's vision

is all in its acknowledgement of the abdication of the



civilized strain, its brutal recognition that nothing,
no one will impede the skunks' progress. Gersbach more

than Madeleine is Bellow's skunk (Madeleine's surety of

purpose is only apparent; her baselessness 1s continually

revealed, as is the truth that she, too, is in search of
'a savior' (HZ p.54)) and his horror is in the ease with
which he can command the attention of a mass audience. In
the face of such a capitulation, Herzog realizes the fut-
ility of struggling against the new barbarians:

The warm lake wind drove Moses westward,

past the gray gothic buildings. He had

had the child at least, while mother and

lover were undressing in a bedroom some-

where. And if, even in that embrace of

lust and treason, they had life and nature

on their side, he would quietly step aside.
Yes, he would bow out (HZ p.52).

In an age in which 'all higher or moral tendencies lie
under suspicion of being rackets' (HZ p.56) bowing out is

a response which may be measured in terms of civility and

sense rather than defeat.

Though his letters are, for the most part, addressed
to public figures, their ironical effect is to signify
the extent of Herzog's remoteness from public reality. For
while they convey the nervous fecundity of his thought,
their very number prepares us for Herzog's final renun-
ciation of them--'he had no messages for anyone. Nothing.
Not a single word' (HZ p.341). Denial of the possibility

of containing reality through language is a major part



of Citrine and Corde's experience. Herzog's silence at
the close of the narrative is a rejection of that nego-
tiation with reality which he had himself described as a

humanist responsiblity:

Still, what can thoughtful people and
humanists do but struggle towards
suitable words? Take me, for instance.
I've been writing letters helter-
skelter in all directions. lMore words.
I go after reality with language. Per-
haps I'd like to change it all into
language (HZ p.272).

The extent to which Humboldt's Gift and The Dean's December

make this exhaustion of prevailing modes of communication

a major theme suggests that Herzog is their authentic pre-

cursor in Bellow's work as a development. Through the

device of the letters, the reader is drawn into Herzog's

peculiarly intense consciousness and experiences there
the privations and paradoxical loneliness of a man whose
pen-friends are as distant, as eloquently speechless as
the starry heavens at 'five in the morning' (HZ p.l). The
letters keep us in touch with the quintessential Herzog,
the intellectual for whom language has once had an al-
chemical power; in combination with the narrative proper
we can also see his travails within the plot--the broken
marriages, the self-recrimination--that help to justify

and explain his eventual withdrawal.

The Dean's December argues for a return to sentiment

as an admissible feature of social intercourse, argues,
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indeed, that without this the prospects of real communica-
tion would be minimal, if not non-existent. Madeleine,
significantly, though all too plausibly, refuses to ac-
knowledge feeling as a grounds for communication with
Herzog-~'don't give me that line of platitudes about
feelings. I don't believe in it. I believe in God--sin--
death--so don't pull any sentimental crap on me' (HZ
p.116). In this proscription, Madeleine participates in
that reality against which Herzog appears so unhistorical,
'living amid great ideas and concepts, insufficiently
relevant to the present day-by-day, American conditions'
(HZ p.106). These conditions are inimical to a reality
founded upon 'the inner experience of the heart' (HZ
p.106). Whereas Gersbach, witheringly termed 'a poet

in mass communications' (HZ p.215) by Herzog, can speak
in the language of the masses, the latter is 'hand-
icapped by emotional confusion...resisting the argument
that scientific thought has put into disorder all con-
siderations based on value' (HZ p.106). That latter
argument is one that will reappear more centrally in

Humboldt's Gift and The Dean's December as one that in-

fluences Corde and Citrine in their fulminations against
contemporary American reality. The devaluation of that
reality is largely attributed to the corrosive effect
(both physiological and ideological) of science upon the
human mind. In the grip of that devalued reality, Herzog

also realizes its coercions, the most insidious of which



concerns the diminution of feeling in human affairs. Like
his successors in Bellow's fiction he exercises a caution

with regard to emotional display, recognizing the poten-

tial dangers of emotional overspill. In the following

passage which looks forward to several similar passages

in the later novels, 14 Bellow raises Herzog's tenor of

thought to achieve a lyrical insight into the nature of

reality both personal and public:

In the mild end of the afternoon, later, at
the waterside in Woods Hole, waiting for

the ferry, he looked through the green dark-
ness at the net of bright reflections on

the bottom. He loved to think about the power
of the sun, about light, about the ocean.
The purity of the air moved him. There was
no stain in the water, where schools of
minnows swam. Herzog sighed and said to him-
self, 'Praise God--praise God.' His
breathing had become freer. His heart was
greatly stirred by the opening horizon . . .
but principally by the green transparency

as he looked down to the stony bottom webbed

with golden lines . . . If his soul could
cast a reflection so brilliant, and so in-
tensely sweet, he might beg God to make

such use of him. But that would be too
simple. But that would be too childish. The
actual sphere is not clear like this, but
turbulent, angry. A vast human action is
going on. Death watches. So if you have some
happiness, conceal it. And when your heart
is full, keep your mouth shut also (HZ

Pp.91-2).



The nature of Herzog's vision here is closely tied with
Corde's lyrical coda at Mount Palomar and with Citrine's
many moments of mystical transportation. In each case the
exhilaration for character--and reader--is derived from
the audacity of the operative images and metaphors, of
freedom, purity, fullblooded expansion of the human spirit.
The effect is also generated out of the felt contrast
between the provisional nature of the insight ('if his
soul could cast a reflection so brilliant') which, despite

its power and beauty cannot hope to prevail against the

earnest abrasion of 'the actual sphere'. The exhilaration
gathers intensity because both character and reader know
it to be, not false, but impossible to sustain. The in-
sight in the above passage has to accept the logic of its
dark conclusion which has no room for numinous echoes,
but which instead must take account of man's darkening
presence, of reality as made by man, not God. The purity
and limpidity are replaced by the angry turbulence of
muddy water, a sea in which larger and more predatory
fish than minnows hunt their prey. This is the reality
that Bellow's heroes recoil from, the truth which 'is
true only as it brings down more disgrace and dreariness
upon human beings, so that if it shows anything except
evil it is illusion, and not truth' (HZ p.93). In this
reality the 'turbulent, angry' types like Madeleine are
dominant, the predators for whom 'the strength to do evil

is sovereignty', whose raison d'@tre is to find one like
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Herzog, as yet unreconciled to 'historical necessity' so
that they might 'as a collective project . . . destroy
his vanity and his pretensions to a personal life so that
he might disintegrate and suffer and hate, like so many
others' (HZ p.93). In a universe in which 'death watches'
rather than God, it is perhaps to be expected that Bellow,
with a nice touch, tells us of Madeleine's 'constant in-
terest' in 'murder mysteries' (HZ p.73). Later, at
Gersbach's house, contemplating her murder, Herzog knows

that 'in spirit she was his murderess' (HZ p.255).

His eventual refusal of this murder of revenge is
due to his realization that there is little to kill in
Madeleine. Though she is an evil-doer, Herzog understands
the extent to which both she and Gersbach exist outside
of such morally absolute categories. Since 'the individual
is obliged, or puf under pressure, to define "power" as
it is defined in politics' (HZ p.164), Madeleine takes
her example of strength from the prevailing political
model which posits forces in confrontation, balances of
terror, duplicity with honour. To be strong one had to be
beyond the vulnerability of commitment, to dissemble with
conviction, to be armour-plated. Gersbach particularly
is seen as one of the modern mountebanks:

Modern consciousness has this great need
to explode its own postures . . . It throws
shit on all pretensions and fictions. A

man like Gersbach can be gay. Innocent.

Sadistic. Dancing around. Instinctive.
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Heartless. Hugging his friends. Feeble-
minded. Laughing at Jjokes. Deep, too. Ex-
claiming 'I love you:' or 'This I believe.
And while mo;ga_by these 'beliefs' he
steals you blind. He makes realities no-
body can understand (HZ p.193).

In the absence of real identity we have 'cartoons instead
of human beings' (DD p.193). Power is the ability to be
without developed personality. By evolving 'techniques
of exploitation and domination' (HZ p.163) such as
Gersbach's trick of inhabiting multiple personalities,
one might become an impresario, a manipulator. So Gersbach
makes the transition from being 'a one-legged radio
announcer' to 'a terrific operator' who hires the hall
for his own poetry reading, sells the tickets himself,
and then locks the hall so that his audience can't escape
from the awfulness of his weeping while 'reading a poem
about his grandfather who was a street sweeper' (HZ p.
196). A large aspect of Augie's cowardice is due to his
retreat from self-confrontation, his notion that 'person-
ality is unsafe in the first place. It's the types that
are safe' (AM p.402). In an age of types, Gersbach occu-
pies them alls

He's a ringmaster, popularizer, liaison

for the élites. He grabs up celebrities and

brings them before the public. And he makes

all sorts of people feel that he has exactly

what they've been looking for. Subtlety for

the subtle. Warmth for the warm. For the
crude, crudity. For the crooks, hypocrisy.
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Atrocity for the atrocious. Whatever your
heart desires. Emotional plasma which can
circulate in any system (HZ p.215).

He is to Herzog- -the supreme type of contemporary
barbarism ('when I think of Valentine . . . I see the
mobs breaking into the palaces and churches and sacking
Versailles' (HZ p.215)), dangerous not because of what he
is or represents (which is nothing), but because of the
power he can exert over mass audiences who are in deep
need of 'something real . . . good sense, clarity, truth’.
For Gersbach and his kind, such need is the means to self-

aggrandizement:

as soon as he slams the door of his Contin-
ental he begins to talk like Karl Marx. I
heard him at the Auditorium with an aud-
ience of two thousand people. It was a
symposium on desegregation, and he let
loose a blast against the affluent society
. And then there was the audience, a
comfortable audience of conventional
business people and professionals who look
after their businesses and specialties
well enough, but seem confused about every-
thing else and come to hear a speaker ex-
press himself confidently, with emphasis
and fire, direction and force. With a head
like a flaming furnace, a voice like a
bowling alley, and the wooden leg drumming
the stage. To me he's a curiosity, like a
Mongolian idiot singing Aida. But to them
.oe (HZ p.217).

The emptiness of subject-matter is taken for granted. What
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matters is the polish of delivery. That the demagogue
mouths quackery is neither here nor there as long as, in
good presidential timbre, he delivers his meaningless
words with conviction. What one lacks in moral and in-
tellectual terms can be amply compensated by the dynamic
performance. Thus 'the sight of James Hoffa' on a tele-
vision chat show made Herzog realize 'how terrible a force
angry single-mindedness can be . . . I'1ll tell you what

I would have said to Hoffa. "What makes you think realism
must be brutal?"' (HZ p.218). But brutal it is commonly
agreed to be; 'facts are nasty' says Sandor Himmelsteiln
as if expressing an apodictic remark. To lay claim to
another reality, grounded upon humane principles, is
politically unsafe ('Mr.Truman calls people Bleeding
Hearts when they question his Hiroshima decision' (HZ
p.50)); one risks being brutalised, or, more effectively,
patronized or ignored as a curiosity ('Young Jews, brought
up on moral principles as Victorian ladies were on piano-

forte and needle point' (HZ p.231)).

The courtroom scene throws further, more harrowing
light upon this desensitized reality and leads to a
decisive epiphany for Herzog. Forced by his inner com-
pulsion to listen to the catalogue of horrors inflicted
upon a young child, Herzog again notes the bizarre absence
of emotion in the courtrooms:

All this seemed to Herzog exceptionally low-
pitched. All--the lawyers, the Jjury, the
mother, her tough friend, the judge--behaved
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with much restraint, extremely well-
controlled and quiet spoken . . . Judge,
jury, lawyers and the accused, all looked
utterly unemotional. And he himself? He

sat in his new madras coat and held his
hard straw hat. He gripped his hat strongly
and felt sick at heart (HZ p.237).

The exaltation of reason at the expense of emotion is all
too clear throughout this scene where the bland in-
difference of the participants to these particularly nasty
facts affects Herzog as a confounding of the intellect
('I fail to understand! thought Herzog' (HZ p.238)) and
then as a physical revulsion ('he wondered whether he was
going to come down with sickness . . . he felt stifled,
as 1f the valves of his heart were not closing and the
blood were going back into his lungs' (HZ p.239)). And
though the scene culminates in a way that suggests the
futility of such an emotional reaction, in the context of
the novel as a development its effect is to stress the
desperate need for such a reaction. In a world in which
'some kill, then cry. Others, not even that' (HZ p.240),
Herzog's feelings stand against the acquiescence of the
many who subscribe to the view that 'the actual sphere'
is, inevitably, an angry, turbulent, and hateful one;
Herzog is heart-assailed and tormented by the apparent
inadequacy of his response:

With all his might--mind and heart--he

tried to obtain something for the murdered

child. But what? How? He pressed himself
with intensity, but 'all his might' could
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experienced nothing but his own human
feelings, in which he found nothing of use.
What if he felt moved to cry? Or pray? He
pressed hand to hand. And what did he
feel? Why he felt himself--his own
trembling hands, and eyes that stung (HZ
p.240).

But this collapse into a grotesque solipsism is only a
momentary betrayal of his best self and, as I hope to
show, Herzog's withdrawal at the end of the narrative is
in no sense a withdrawal into solipsism. The failure of
feeling as an agency of human reciprocity is only appa-

rent and the immediate effect--Herzog's intended act of

revenge upon Gersbach and Madeleine who had stolen his

child from him--is also one of temporary spleen. That he
eventually refuses to carry through such an act is test-

imony to his gathering enlightenment. Gersbach, Herzog

finally understands, is not substantial enough as a being

to be worth annihilation:

I apparently believe that if the child

does not have a life resembling mine, educ-
ated according to the Herzog standards of
'heart', and all the rest of it, she will
fail to become a human being. This is sheer
irrationality, and yet some part of my mind
takes it as self-evident. But what in fact
can she learn from them? From Gersbach,
when he looks so sugary, repulsive, poison-
ous, not an individual but a fragment, a
piece broken off from the mob. To shoot him!
--an absurd thought. As soon as Herzog saw



the actual person giving an actual bath,

the reality of it, the tenderness of
such a buffoon to a little child, his
intended violence turned into theater,

into something ludicrous (HZ p.258).

'Not an individual but a fragment, a piece broken off

from the mob'--the denunciation is precise, and total.

Gersbach's significance 1s in no sense connected to that

which inheres in personality, but rather is to do with

his connections with 'the mob', the extent to which his

own inner vacuity is typical of man in the mass.

'Dirt enters at the heart' is Herzog's death-

threatening acronym to Gersbach. Its significance extends

beyond Bellow's concerns in Herzog to those of much of

his later fiction where the contamination present in the

languages of contemporary life has truly entered at the

heart. The 'historical process' has generated (if that is

the term; Gersbach signals 'the creative depth of modern

degeneracy' (HZ p.263)) a reality out of technological ef-
ficiencies and scientific reasonings, utilitarian and
contingent, transcending the human ethos except as it is

materialist in its complexions

No wonder 'personal' life is a humiliation,
and to be an individual contemptible. The
historical process, putting clothes on our
backs, shoes on the feet, meat in the

mouth, does infinitely more for us by the
indifferent method than anyone does by inte-
ntion . . . And since these good commodi-
ties are the gifts of anonymous planning



and labor, what intentional goodness can
achieve (when the good are amateurs) be-
comes the question. Especially if, in the
interests of health, our benevolence and
love demand exercise, the creature being
emotional, passionate, expressive, a
relating animal. A creature of deep pecu-
liarities, a web of feeling intricacies
and ideas now approaching a level of or-
ganization and automatism where he can
hope to be free from human dependency.
People are practicing their future condi-
tion already. My emotional type is archaic.
Belongs to the agricultural or pastoral
stages (HZ pp.264-5).

There is superb irony in Bellow's idea of 'the good' as
‘amateurs'. In a culture of specialists the man of sound
heart is made to seem a throw-back, an archaism, a joke.
Though the creature be 'a relating animal' it is forced
into the kinds of relation practised by Gersbach, appro-

ximating to 'a level of organization and automatism'

whereby an easily classifiable mutuality between human
'types' can be found and exploited--'subtlety for the

subtle. Warmth for the warm'. Against Herzog's amateurish

philanthropy Gersbach can offer the versatility of 'emo-

tional plasma which can circulate in any system'. And as
Sammler 'did feel somewhat separated from the rest of his
species, if not in some fashion severed--severed not so
much by age as by preoccupations too different and remote,
disproportionate on the side of the spiritual, Platonic,

Augustinian, thirteenth-century' (SP p.43), so Herzog too
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is forced to consider the degree of his severance, as one
more properly cast in 'the agricultural or pastoral
stages' of man's development. With his tongue not quite
in his cheek he goes as far as to suggest that his sever-
ance is due in part to the vestiges of 'European pollu-
tion' in his affective system so that he is 'infected by
the 01d World with feelings like Love--Filial Emotion.
01d stuporous dreams' (HZ pp.280-1). Concerned again with
power relations, he reflects on his misfortune in being
born to participate in an age which holds 'that nothing
faithful, vulnerable, fragile can be durable or have any
true power. Death waits for these things as a cement floor
waits for a dropping light bulb' (HZ p.290). This last,
marvellously evocative image painfully summons up the
reality against which the Bellow hero in the later novels
refuses to dash himself. The only powers that hold sway
in this prevailing condition of man are the practical
ones, those that appeal to man 'in a mass. Transformed
by science. Under organized power. Subject to tremendous
controls. In a condition caused by mechanization' (HZ
p.201). Practical energies can still operate in contexts
that confound the poor human imagination. Where the
twentieth-century carnage has overwhelmed the individual
with his useless agape:

'You think history is the history of
loving hearts? You fool! Look at these
millions of dead. Can you pity them, feel
for them? You can nothing! There were too



many. We burned them to ashes, we buried
them with bulldozers. History is the his-
tory of cruelty, not love, as soft men
think. We have experimented with every
human capacity to see which is strong and
admirable and have shown that none 1is.
There is only practicality (HZ p.290).

Herzog refuses to succumb to this reality but he also,
significantly, understands the danger of taking up arms
against it. Though he does, for most of the narrative,
wear his 'Herzog standards of "heart"' openly, the con-
clusion shows him to have realized the prudence of con-
cealment. In a comically telling moment, he knows that
even the loan sharks at the police station size him up
as a bad risks

Some fellows always make a nice impression.

I never had that ability. Due to my feel-

ings. A passionate heart, a bad credit risk.

Asked to make this practical judgement on

myself, I wouldn't make it any differently
(HZ pp.294-5).

The novel as a whole reveals Herzog's reality largely by
means of contrasts such as the above. He knows himself

in terms of his distance from the reality commonly as-
sented to by those close to him like his brother, as much
as by the reluctance of bondsmen to consider him as a
client. The honesty of his self-judgement is in marked
contrast to Augie's self-delusion, though it is reminiscent
of Joseph's concern to live in the heart of an authentic

and immarcescible reality. He is keenly aware of the way



others perceive him, 'a loving brute--a subtle, spoiled,

loving man. Who can make use of him? He craves use. Where
is he needed? . . . Oh, that mysterious creature, that
Herzog!' (HZ p.308) and in the depth of that awareness is
his defence.

Some critics have seen the end of Herzog as one that

presages the hero's return to the world with a new under-

standing of his place in it. Thus Malcolm Bradbury:

Herzog finds his 'new angle on the modern
condition', recognizes a vividness and
worth in the world, finds equilibrium with-
out librium, accepts diurnality and his-
tory, finds a hint of the patterned secret.
We may doubt the ending in the rural play-
ground of Ludeyville, with its natural
transcendence and pleasure-principle ass-
ociations, and find it a conventional pas-
toral set outside the city igd society

where the anguish is made.

And others, such as Tony Tanner, feel combelled to doubt
the credibility of the novel's conclusion seeing it as
a kind of evasion of what would be the true conclusion,
the hero's 'renewed encounters with the non-pastoral
realities of the city'. For Tanner, the ending has a 'soft
focus' and 'there is something a little too easy, and even
self-satisfied, in the way in which Herzog achieves the
desired disburdenments and reconciliations in the pastoral
16

moment of the last chapter. Indeed this would seem to

be the opinion of the majority of commentaries which deal



with the conclusion. The climax offers a 'fatty sigh of
L

middle-class intellectual contentment' or is otherwise
treated as a weakeningly indeterminate way to end a novel
which had gained so much of its drama out of polemicism
and confrontation. In fact such criticisms are based upon
a failure to understand that Herzog's posture of apparent
complacency at the end is wholly consistent with his in-

telligent and positive response to that reality which has

been displayed throughout as implacable and hostile. There

is a peace for Herzog at the end, but it derives not from

a complacent indifference to the world outside Ludeyville,
but from his certain knowledge of its operations and of
his need to tactfully distance himself from them. At the
end of the novel's penultimate chapter, Herzog comes to a

decision (overlooked by all the above critics) that throws

much light upon the meaning of his return to Massachusetts.
The scene takes place in the doctor's surgery, and Bellow
has carefully arranged it so as to stress Herzog's phy-
sical and psychic captivity:

The white modern lights of the small room

were going round, wheeling. Herzog himself

felt that he was rotating with them as the

doctor wound the medicinal-smelling tapes

tightly about his chest. Now, to get rid
of all such falsehoods...(HZ pp.307-8).

Coming to the end of Herzog's struggle with the 'false-
hoods' of modern 1life, the above scene with its tropes

of constriction and sterility does more than hint at his



determination 'to get rid of' the supervisory elements of
such life, Bellow uses a hard-edged imagery to suggest
how easily self might be sacrificed to the agencies of

external management. So Herzog rotates in a trance-like

response to 'the white modern lights', consclousness

dimmed beneath the artificial glare. To those who would
seek to doctor that consciousness, he is more than phy-
sically wounded, the tapes set to bind more than cuts and
grazes. Maladjusted, Herzog has a 'heart without guile’',
an innocent abroad in the world, 'in need of protection,

a morbid phenomenon, a modern remnant of other-wordliness'
(HZ p.307). And his brother, one who 'knows-the-world-for-
what-it-is', one 'just as glad to be rid of his private

or "personal" side' (HZ p.307) regards Herzog as a very
suitable case for treatment. Herzog's refusal to capit-
ulate and become a ratification of that 'type' he has
been classified as, 'that mysterious creature, that
Herzog: awkwardly taped, helped into his wrinkled shirt
by his brother Will' (HZ p.308) is due to his self-know-
ledge that allows him to gently preserve his dignity
while the ether of 'complete bed rest' is being pressed

on him.

Like Augie, Herzog has cause to know the seductive
attraction of type. Unlike Augie he refuses the blandish-
ments offered to mass man in exchange for self. The price
he has to pay, however, is in the painful knowledge of

his divorce, in all the truest ways, even from those
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nominally closest to him. But to ‘'accept ineffectuality,
banishment to personal life, confusion' (HZ p.314) as a
precondition of being admitted to 'the collective and
historical progress of mankind' (HZ p.307) is to accept
too much. Yet Herzog has his moments of Joy too, es-
pecially in his sudden discovery of his release from
Madeleine:

He was surprised to feel such contentment...

contentment? Whom was he kidding, this was

joy! For perhaps the first time he felt what

it was to be free from lMadeleine. Joy. His

servitude was ended, and his heart released

from its grisly heaviness and encrustation
(HZ p.313).

The sadness behind the joy is that Herzog knows that it
must be secretive, concealed from those who would probably
misconstrue it as further evidence of his 'insanity'. So
even his friend Asphalter must have no wind of his ex-
alted state, of 'all this overflow! It wouldn't make him
happier. Keep it to yourself if you feel exalted. Anyway,
he may think you've simply gone off your nut' (HZ p.315).

This, as Bellow will suggest in both Humboldt's Gift and

The Dean's December, is the necessary condition of joy

for men like Herzog, Citrine and Corde. Their withdrawal

marks no end to the intensely lived 1life, or to a joyful

appreciation of it, but such pleasure will be less open,

less public. Nor does secession mean that the Bellow hero
becomes more misanthropic. Herzog's humanity is fully

shown in several closing reflections which are deep in
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their care for others ('The light of truth is never far
away, and no human being is too negligible or corrupt to
come into it' (HZ p.314)). Yet hope more and more becomes
a solemn duty in these later characters, something they
owe themselves and the world, a debt which is constitu-
tional to their natures. Herzog establishes the debts that
must be paid, but is more continually concerned to show
the concessions that must be refused, the line that

cannot be crossed into an unconscionable degeneracy of

being.

As Corde will nominate feeling as the mediator
between man and transcendence, so Herzog will not re-
linquish his language of the heart. To his dead mother he
says 'I want to send you, and others, the most loving wish
I have in my heart. This is the only way I have to reach
out--out where it is incomprehensible' (HZ p.326). And
his knowledge of the compromises his brother has made to

'the actual sphere' is freighted with a loving sorrow:

Moses could remember a time when Willie,
too, had been demonstrative, passionate,
explosive, given to bursts of rage, flinging
objects on the ground . . . But that was
long ago. Thirty-five years ago, easily. And
where had it gone, the wrath of Willie
Herzog? my dear brother? Into a certain
poilse and quiet humor, part .decorousness,
part (possibly) slavery. The explosions had
become implosions, and where light once was
darkness came, bit by bit. It didn't matter.
The sight of Will stirred Moses' love for
him (HZ p.328).
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Willie has become dessicated, his intensity of being given
up for the normative model of being and doing. Inevitably,
what most condemns Herzog in Willie's eyes is his 'in-
tense way of doing everything' (HZ p.338), and it is as

a concession to that normative reality that, at least
while his brother is present, Herzog chooses to dissemble,
'taking special pains to give an impression of completest
normalcy . . . under no circumstances must he utter a

single word that might be interpreted as irrational' (HZ

pp.330-1).

Herzog's final letter, addressed to himself, is an
endeavour to make philosophical sense of those emotions
which have come to seem the measure of his humanity.
Madeleine, Himmelstein, Gersbach, those in the law court,
his brother--all have been conspicuous by their emotional
emptiness. Herzog comes close to concluding that the
emotions are vital not only in their connection with the
human factor, but also in their power to reveal spirit-
val truths to man:

I look at myself and see chest, thighs,
feet--a head. This strange organization,

I know it will die. And inside--something,
something, happiness...'Thou movest me'.
That leaves no choice. Something produces
intensity, a holy feeling, as oranges
produce orange, as grass green, as birds
heat. Some hearts put out more love and

some less of it, presumably. Does it sig-
nify anything? There are those who say
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this product of hearts is knowledge. 'Je
sens mon coeur et je connais les hommes'

. I couldn't say that, for sure. My
face too blind, my mind too limited, my
instincts too narrow. But this intensity,
doesn't it mean anything? Is it an idiot
joy that makes this animal, the most
peculiar animal of all, exclaim something?
And he thinks this reaction a sign, a
proof of eternity (HZ p.340).

This is an early statement of that mysticism of feeling
so much a part of Citrine's and Corde's experience,
though Herzog does not have their more assured tone. But
in the very last moments of the narrative, with Herzog's
decision to desist from letter-writing, this faith in the
relationship between the provinces of heart and spirit is

given climactic emphasis.

Perhaps it required the sight of Humboldt's Gift

and The Dean's December for Herzog's true meaning to be

perceived. As is revealed in my chapter on Humboldt's

Gift, Bellow had gone through a period of considerable
intellectual revision in the decade that intervened
between the appearance of Herzog and that of Humboldt. It
is possible that Bellow, in writing his later works, con-
solidated ideas which had seemed to some a little tentative
when they were first broached in Herzog. But looking back

from The Dean's December we can see the large extent to

which Herzog was the progenitor of these later novels. The

hero of this novel has come to understand a good deal
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about the pathology of American reality and about the
necessity for concealing himself from it. Even in the
pastoral sanctuary of Ludeyville he remembers the need
for circumspection, the law of survival being 'if you
have some happiness, conceal it. And when your heart is
full, keep your mouth shut also':

And, back in the darker garden, he looked

for peonies; perhaps some had survived. But

then it struck him that he might be making

a mistake, and he stopped, listening to Mrs.

Tuttle's sweeping, the rhythm of bristles.

Picking flowers? He was being thoughtful,

lovable. How would it be interpreted? (He

smiled slightly.) Still, he need only know

his own mind, and the flowers couldn't be

used; no, they couldn't be turned against
him. So he did not throw them away (HZ p.341).

That smile is formed out of complex ironies, out of his
realization that to be 'thoughtful, lovable' is to be an
odd fish in that angry, turbulent sea. Those who display
such guileless hearts may have to be 'protected' for

their own good. Herzog's silence at the end may, therefore,
be seen as a self-defensive strategy on his part, an as-
pect of his withdrawal from that 'actual sphere' which
will always refuse to tolerate his 'type', with its pal-

pitant heart.

The letter-writing Herzog is an exile in his own
land, and his mood at the end is as complex in its com-

position as his wide-ranging thought has been throughout
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the narrative. Though there is joy in it, there is, too,
the sadness of exile. Perhaps Herzog's mood is precisely
expressed by the persona of Ezra Pound's poem 'Exile's
Letter' who also is led to address someone who may not be
listening, who recognhizes both the futility and the ne-
cessity of speaking through the heart:

What is the use of talking, and there is no

end of talking,

There is no end of things in the heart.

I call in the boy,

Have him sit on his knees here

To seal this,
And send it a thousand miles, thinking. 18

The knowledge that in him such 'things' are inexhaustible
is the source of Herzog's Joy and also his decision to
make the public expression of that Joy a cautious and

furtive one.



CHAPTER EIGHT: MR SAMMLER'S PLANET
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It is not uncommon to find critics who regard Mr

Sammler's Planet as a watershed in Bellow's fiction. Malcolm

Bradbury refers to the novel's 'tone of outrage and detachment'
which 'dismayed a number of Bellow's critics who . . . felt

in it both a waning of imaginative power and an angry
conservative withdrawal from liberal humanism'.1 The reader

of this dissertation will not be surprised at such dismay.

I have attempted to demonstrate in previous chapters the

extent to which Bellow's critics have misunderstood how Bellow's
fiction provides the moral rationale for withdrawal from
American culture which 'having failed to create a spiritual
life of its own, investing everything in material expansion,
faced disaster'.2 This impoverishment of spiritual life,

this obsession with the gratification of material and corporeal
desire, this 'collaboration of all souls sprading madness and

poison' (SP p.135) are presented in Mr Sammler's Planet as the

issue of a recreant age from which Sammler justifiably withdraws.
The novel was Bellow's most sustained attack on the conditions
that passed for reality in American life, and it suggested that
the ugliness of that reality could not be challenged, only
confirmed. Incredibly, there were still some reviews and essays
which believed we could find in the novel 'Bellow's most force-
ful defense of humanism‘,3 but such judgements slur the vision
and cumulative force of Sammler's conclusions. Though he is
tired, has had his three score and ten years of experience upon
'this great blue, white, green planet', and feels, with 'secret
dismay' that 'others had more strength for life than he', this

is no old man's lament for 'the salmon-falls, the mackerel-




crowded seas'. Others may possess greater vigour, but 'given
the power of the antagonist, no one had strength enough' (SP
p.56).

Some critics struggled to find some degree of irony in
Bellow's portrayal of his cynical hero.4 Perhaps Bellow himself
might not be fully implicated in Sammler's lack of faith in the
human community? Surely, such critics asked, 'it would be
ingenuous to assume that Bellow had lost the complexity
displayed in his portrait of Herzog'?5 Unfortunately, there
are few grounds for arguing that Sammler is intended to be an
ironic portrait. Given that the novel is narrated by a third-
person voice, it is remarkable that Bellow refused the
opportunity to exploit the potential subtleties of point-of-
view afforded by third-person narration. The narrator, on
most occasions, is hardly to be differentiated from Sammler
in his outbursts at modern life in general and the novel's
cast of other characters. We know, for instance, that Sammler
is exasperated by his daughter, Shula, and her eccentric,
obsessed personality. But it is Bellow's narrator, not Sammler,
who provides us with the first extended satire of Shula's
character:

She wasn't old, not bad looking, not even too
badly dressed, item by item. The full effect

would have been no worse than vulgar if she

had not been obviously a nut (SP p.22).
The narrator seems so hand-in-glove with Sammler that the
reader is taken aback on those few occasions (I could only

recall two) when he places Sammler in a reproving manner or
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context. At one point the narrator compares Sammler to 'the
majority' of mankind who 'walked about as if under a spell,
sleepwalkers, circumscribed by, in the grip of, minor neurotic
trifling aims', describing Sammler as 'only one stage forward'
from this majority, 'awakened not to purpose but to aesthetic
consumption of the environment' (SP p.44). This is an unsteady
handling of viewpoint on Bellow's part; we are disturbed by such
a general disparagement of Sammler, as it seems to undermine his
seriousness, to call the authority of his opinions into question.
Fortunately, however, such lapses are rare in the novel, and for
the most part the reader experiences a satisfying sense of being
buoyed up by the liveliness of Sammler's intelligence and
observation. And though on another occasion the narrator appears
to invite us to question the worth of that intelligence--'01d
Sammler with his screwy visions' (SP p.32)--our final impression
is that of having been in contact with a mind of sane and acute

complexion.

In a Life interview given just after publication, Bellow
described the novel as his 'first thoroughly nonapolegetic
venture into ideas',6 perhaps in an effort to forestall criticism
of the many lengthy passages of social, historical, and cultural
analysis within its pages. The thirty page scene in which
Sammler and Dr. Lal discuss man's estate on the eve of the Apollo
moonshot has received particular criticism.7 Bellow was aware
of the likely response to this scene; he retained it at such
length despite the contrary advice of one of his respected proof-

8 . .
readers, and must have believed it to be an essential part of
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the novel's intellectual drama. I agree with John Gross, who,
in a review of the novel, thought the Sammler-Lal dialogue

'a daring and wholly successful scene'. It cannot be condemned
on the grounds of implausibility, for Bellow had already
established Sammler's interest in the kinds of apocalyptic
thought ('Like many people who had seen the world collapse
once, Mr. Sammler entertained the possibility it might collapse
twice . . . You could see the suicidal impulses of civilization
pushing strongly' (SP p.33) which also concern Dr. Lal ('"the
species is eating itself up. And now Kingdom Come is directly
over us and waiting to receive the fragments of a final
explosion"' (SP p.219)) and which explain Lal's conviction

that the colonization of the moon is a human necessity. Neither
should critics condemn the scene for its length; most of the
previous narrative has been to do with Sammler's estrangement
from his surroundings and from most of the people he is
surrounded by, and, like Albert Corde he has found it difficult
to meet with sympathetic minds--'the right people to talk to--
that's the hardest part of all‘.9 It seems natural that,

having discovered in Lal a fellow bien pensant, a biophysicist

who is also interested in metaphysical matters, Sammler should
speak at length about his own intellectual dispositions. I
cannot agree with those who hold that 'the excitement of the novel
resides almost entirely in Mr. Sammler's ruminations. His

10

ideas have the makings of good essays but not of good fiction'.

Bellow's strengths have never (with the exception of The Victim

and some of the short stories) been to do with 'good fiction'

as a thing of well-made plot and action. If one is going to
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criticize Mr Sammler's Planet on account of its lack of

dramatic activity, so the rest of Bellow's fiction will seem
an easy target. Just as the reader does not, in Hemingway's
fiction, expect his characters to spend a great deal of their
time discussing Wittgenstein, so he does not often receive
the particular gratifications associated with a fast-moving

plot in Bellow's novels.

Other criticisms of Mr Sammler's Planet have more to

do with the opinions expressed in it, than with the way
those opinions are expressed. David Galloway, in particular,
launched a sharp attack upon the'Sammleresque' tone of
Bellow's voice, its 'avuncular superiority over unwashed
radicalism'.ll 'There are distinctions and discriminations
to be made in judging what Sammler callk "the sovereign youth
style", but they are not made in the novel'.12 Galloway does
have a point here; it is odd, for instance, that a novel which
is, in part, a survey of American youth culture in the 1960s
should fail to mention the war in Vietnam.13 Bellow rather
bypasses immediate historical influences in favour of the
long view. Rather than attend to the civil repercussions of
the Vietnam experience, such as the draft resistance movement
and other public expressions of countercultural revolt and
display deriving from what was, in effect, America's
ideological civil war, Bellow finds it is 'the dreams of
nineteenth-century poets' which 'polluted the psychic
atmosphere of the great boroughs and suburbs of New York'

(SP p.33). 1In avoiding mention of Vietnam, Bellow may appear

tendentious in his portrayal of what Sammler derisively terms




205

'the Pepsi Generation', and Sammler himself may seem one who

is truly 'out of it, hors d'usage, not a man of the times'

(SP p.136).

Sammler ought, however, to be seen as one who is, in the
phrase of a student friend, 'wise but not hip' (SP pp. 119-120).
His view of American reality as a species of barbarism has
provoked extreme reactions in those who have always seen
Bellow as a writer working towards affirmation in the liberal
humanist tradition, but Sammler, self-styled 'registrar of
madness' (SP p.118), has, paradoxically, found reality to be
most evident amidst barbarism, in the teeth of pogrom and
terror--'When had things seemed real, true? In Poland when
blinded, in Zamosht when freezing, in the tomb when hungry'
(SP p.248). 1In these minimal conditions, life blesses the
forms of humanity, the bread brought to him in the Mezvinski

tomb by the cemetery caretaker, Cieslakiewicz:

Some days were missed, but not many, and
anyway Sammler saved up a small bread reserve
and did not starve. 01d Cieslakiewicz was
dependable. He brought bread in his hat. It
smelled of scalp, of head . . . Cieslakiewicz
had risked his life for him. The basis of
this fact was a great oddity. They didn't
like each other. What had there been to like
in Sammler?--half-naked, famished, caked hair
and beard, crawling out of the forest. . .
After the war Sammler had sent money, parcels
to Cieslakiewicz. There was a correspondence
with the family. Then, after some years, the
letters began to contain anti-Semitic sentiments.

Nothing very vicious. Only a touch of the old
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stuff. This was no great surprise, or only

a brief one. Cieslakiewicz had had his time

of honor and charity (SP pp.90-91).
The old man had the forms for expressing his humanity.
Riding along Broadway in Gruner's Rolls Royce thirty years
later, Sammler looks out on 'a state of singular dirty
misery', a 'poverty of soul . . . you could see in faces
on the street'. The Broadway crowds seem to him an
articulation of 'the implicit local orthodoxy' which was
that 'reality is a terrible thing' (SP p.?280). Material
excess and devotion to the fat materialist gods has deprived
man of spiritual strength, 'given all power to material
processes, translated and exhausted religious feeling in so
doing' (SP p.54). Sammler had touched reality in the bareness
of the tomb, freezing, starving, and close to death. In his
0ld age, and in a world unknown to the likes of old Cieslakiewicz,
he finds solace in Meister Eckhart's austere injunction, in
a metaphysic of isolation and withdrawal from community:

'Blessed are the poor in spirit. Poor is he

who has nothing. He who is poor in spirit

is receptive of all spirit. Now God is the

Spirit of spirits. The fruit of the spirit

is love, joy, and peace. See to it that you

are stripped of all creatures, of all consolation

from creatures. For certainly as long as

creatures comfort and are able to comfort

you, you will never find true comfort.

But if nothing can comfort you save God,

truly God will console you' (SP p.253).

e
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Mr Sammler's Planet moves on from Bellow's portrait

of the neurosis surrounding Herzog in such characters as
Madeleine, to suggest that madness is a generic condition
infecting 'the mental masses' of America (SP p.33). The
novel shows many examples of the disease, from Eisen's
lunging assault on the black pickpocket, to Angela's
capitulation to the sex-standards of the Age. Madness is
a dispensation, a means of escaping the confrontation
with reality, a way of running from the failures of the
century's secular faiths:

Then: a crazy species? Yes, perhaps. Though

madness 1is also a masquerade, the project of

a deeper reason, a result of the despair we

feel before infinities and eternities.

Madness is a diagnosis or verdict of some

of our man-disappointed minds. Oh, man

stunned by the rebound of man's powers (SP p.148).
Madness is @ form of insensibility, a perverse state of 'grace'
(SP p.93) clutched at by those who have been deprived of
the numinous pathways. Though 'a few may comprehend that it
is the strength to do one's duty daily and promptly that
makes saints and heroes'-- an early reference to those
contractual obligations which Sammler believes Elya Gruner
to have met throughout his life--'most have fantasies of

vaulting into higher states, feeling just mad enough to qualify'

(SP p.93). Mankind, as Eliot said, 'cannot bear very much

reality'.

Where Joseph of Dangling Man was closing the first

chapter of his quest for the authentic, intensely lived life,
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for a reality which allowed him to be aware of 'the ephemeral
agreements by which we live and pace ourselves', Artur Sammler,
approaching the final years of his life, has come to similar
conclusions about the nature of reality. Mankind, in all its
madness and 'degraded clowning' (SP p.313) will do anything
to escape the reality of selfhood, the bondage of the ordinary
and the finite-as Sammler tells Dr. Lal, '"there is a peculiar
longing for nonbeing"' (SP p.235). Like Joseph, Sammler too
understands the ersatz and expedient nature of the 'ephemeral
agreements' which govern public reality. Reality, he sees,
sacrifices truth to the mass need for holistic systems of
belief, for models of reality which can satisfy the public
desire for the known and the intelligible:

Arguments! Explanations! thought Sammler.

All will explain everything to all, until

the next, the new common version is ready.

This version, a residue of what people for

a century or so say to one another, will be,

like the old, a fiction. More elements of

reality perhaps will be incorporated in the

new version. But the most important con-

sideration was that life should recover

its plenitude, its normal contented turgidity

(sP p.19).
This is analagous to Joseph's conclusive insight at the end

of Dangling Man, though clearly the difference lies in the

cynicism with which his elderly successor so easily

expresses the key issue of reality as a collaborative fiction.

But Sammler is wiser than Joseph in his realization that

he is himself ensnared in the rage for explanation, for the
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discovery of design. Such design is, however, a casualty of
the plurality of competing cultural interpretations, of the
mongrelization of historical circumstance. Bellow, in a
comic retrospect, returns Sammler in memory to the occasion
of his first visit to Israel. He encounters there 'a Spanish-
speaking Israeli cowpuncher from the pampas' who was
Bessarabian-Syrian-South American', a bizarre personification
of cultural disorder and randomness. 'In Argentinian bloomers
tucked into boots, with a Douglas Fairbanks mustache'
(SP pp.24-25), this gaucho in Galilee mocks Sammler's search
to recover the Hebrew homeland and the security and traditions
associated with the idea of patria. Similarly, on his second
visit to Israel, a decade later during the Six-Day War,
Sammler's attention 1is drawn away from the remote tank battle
taking place two miles beyond him, to another instance of the
culturally disjunct:

Then two more cars came tearing up, joined the

group, and cameramen leaped out. They were

Italians, paparazzi, someone explained, and

had brought with them three girls in mod

dress. The girls might have come from

Carnaby Street or from King's Road in their

buskins, miniskirts, false eyelashes. They

were indeed British, for Mr. Sammler heard

them talking . . . The young ladies had no

idea where they were, what this was about,

had been quarreling with their lovers, who

were now lying in the road on their bellies.

Photographing battle, the shirts fluttering

on their backs. The girls were angry.

Carried off from the Via Veneto, probably,



without knowing clearly where the jet was

going (SP pp. 164-165).

This kind of weird coalescence is offered as a satire on
Sammler's desire to find relief from the confusions and
petty squabbles of domestic 1life. He had wished to touch
bottom again, to recover, in times of war, those conditions
when 'things seemed real, true' (SP p.248). But the century
has severed Sammler from those times. Ironically he is
himself a living example of the kind of acculturation
symbolized by the gaucho. With his cosmopolitan credentials,
an Anglo-American Polish Jew, he has neglected to notice
that diaspora is a stain spreading outwards to affect all
peoples and styles of life. Zion and Albion collide in his

heritage:

Mr. Sammler's hired car took him to Capernaum
where Jesus had preached in the synagogue.
From afar, he saw the Mount of Beatitudes . . .
Mr. Sammler's heart was very much torn by
feelings as he stood under the short, leaf-
streaming banana trees.

And did those feet in ancient time

Walk upon...
But those were England's mountains green. The
mountains opposite, in serpentine nakedness,
were not at all green . . . The many impressions
and experiences of life seemed no longer to
occur each in its own proper space, in
sequence, each with its own recognizable
religious or aesthetic importance, but human
beingssuffered the humiliations of
inconsequence, of confused styles, of a long

life containing several separate lives. 1In
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fact the whole experience of mankind was now
covering each separate life in its flood.
Making all the ages of history simultaneous.
Compelling the frail person to receive, to

register, depriving him because of volume, of mass,

of the power to impart design (SP pp.25—26).14

Such confusion is present in Sammler's eccentric daughter,
Shula, 'a nut' whose personality is an embodiment of cultural
fragmentation. She surrounds herself with clutter, 'a
scavenger' who 'passionately collected things', who is

given to 'hunting through Broadway trash baskets' (SP p.21),
her shopping bags full of 'salvage, loot, coupons, and
throwaway literature' (SP p.23). In this respect, she recalls
old Miss Lenox, Eugene Henderson's housekeeper, whose mania
for collecting 'empty bottles and cartons and similar junk'
fills Henderson with despair when, after her death he enters
her cottage to find it full of 'shopping bags filled with
string and rags'. Such scavenging types bear out Sammler's
assertion that '"there is such an absurd craving for actions
that connect with other actions, for coherency, for forms™"'
(SP p.120). And there is also, in this craving, a memory of
Herzog's concern for all those who were 'dying for lack of
something real to carry home when day is done', their 1lives
blighted by 'their great need, their hunger . . . for good
sense, clarity,truth'. Shula's fragmented personality would
also seem to be connected to that disease of modern
consciousness exemplified by Gersbach (himself an early
version of Sammler's entrepreneurial student friend, Lionel
Feffer) who can, chameleon-like, occupy a range of personality

types. Sensing the 'hunger', the market for 'something real'
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in his audiences, Gersbach sets about simulating the reality
with a view to exploiting the need, the mass need of those
'conventional business people and professionals who look
after their businesses and specialties well enough, but
seem confused about everything else'. This dissociation of
being from persona and the consequential distortion of
reality, is very much Sammler's concern as he helplessly

observes the 'many open elements in his daughter':

Things that ought but failed actually to
connect. Wigs for instance suggested
orthodoxy; Shula in fact had Jewish
connections . . . She became well-
acquainted with the rabbi, the rabbi's
wife and family--involved in Dadaist
discussions about faith, ritual,Zionism,
Masada, the Arabs. But she had Christian
periods as well . . . Almost always at
Easter she was a Catholic. Ash Wednesday
was observed, and it was with a smudge
between the eyes that she often came into
clear focus for the o0ld gentleman. With
the little Jewish twists of kinky hair
descending from the wig beside the ears
and the florid lips dark red, skeptical,
accusing, affirming something substantive
about her life-claim, her right to be

whatever--whatever it all came to (SP pp.22-23).
Bellow often creates fine comedy out of such chaos.
And Sammler himself, though often condemned by critics
for being cross-grained, without fellow-feeling, as one
whose 'refinement seems repressive . . . his sagacity
detached and cold', 13 is sometimes made the comic butt.

He is 'a considerate father' who is still able to mutter
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'appreciation of each piece of rubbish' as Shula presented
it to him. He plays the role of straight man to the many
clowns who surround him. Forced to use 'the bathroom where
Shula kept an Easter chick from Kresge's until it turned
into a hen that squawked on the edge of the tub' and to
endure 'the Christmas decorations which lasted into Spring',
can we blame him if 'the hen with yellow legs in his room

on his documents and books was too much one day'?:

He was aware that the sun shone brightly,

the sky was blue, but the big swell of

the apartment house, heavyweight vase-

like barogue, made him feel that the twelfth-
story room was like a china cabinet into
which he was locked, and the satanic hen-
legs of wrinkled yellow clawing his papers

made him scream out (SP p.27).
When Sammler is given cne of Eisen's portraits which makes
him look 'like a Kewpie doll from the catacombs' (SP p.65),

it is little wonder that he eventually comes to regard him-

self as justifiably 'separated from the rest of his species,

if not in some fashion severed' (SP p.43). Eisen's dehuman-
ized portraits, the product, Sammler thinks, of 'an insane
mind and a frightening soul', are very much in the grain of

the American moment, in the mainstream, what the age demanded.
Eisen may be crazy, but in being so in the New York of the
1960s he has found his niche and his subject, the accelerated
grimace, the mad complexion of an unstable culture in which

'so many highbrows have discovered that madness is higher
knowledge. If he painted Lyndon Johnson, General Westmoreland,

Rusk, Nixon, or Mr. Laird in that style he might become a
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celebrity of the art world' (SP p.65).

Decadence in America is wholesale, democratically
available to all, 'to everyone who had eyes to read the
papers or watch the television, to everyone who shared the
collective ecstasies of news, crisis, power' (SP p.73).
Public events elicit no moral response from 'the mental
masses', having reality only inasmuch as they are bathed

in what Bellow's narrator in The Dean's December calls

1
'a kind of event-glamour'. - The possibility that sensational

public events can have an ethical reality, can be more than

a sort of journalism made material, is, as Sammler discovers
in the streetfight scene, a futile hope. The scene is an
exposure of Sammler's naivety, his vestigial belief in
community--the ghost of old Cieslakiewicz--receiving a sharp

rebuttal:

Again Sammler turned to the crowd, staring hard.
Wouldn't anyone help? So even now--now, still!-—-—
one believed in such things as help. Where

people were, help might be. It was an instinct
and a reflex. (An unexasperated hope?) So,
briefly examining faces, passing from face to

face to face among the people along the curb--red,
pale, swarthy, lined taut or soft, grim or adream,
eyes, bald-blue, iodine-reddish, coal-seam black--
how strange a gquality their inaction had. They
were expecting gratification, oh! at last! of
teased, cheated, famished needs. Someone was
going to get it! Yes. And the black faces?

A similar desire . . . Then it struck him that
what united everybody was a beatitude of presence. . .
They are here and not here. They are present
while absent. So they were waiting in that

ecstatic state. What a supreme privilege!




(SP pp.288-289).

Though observing reality, the crowd does not react to the
moral imperatives of the scene of violence and conflict
unfolding in front of them; instead, zombie-like, they

prefigure Bellow's attack in The Dean's December upon the

public apprehension of events. There Bellow locates 'new
strange forms of blindness'17 and these are specifically
related to the pernicious influence of the media, to the
proliferation of theories and discourse, 'the false
representations of “communication”'.l8 The siren song

of the newspapers, television, the communicators, has taken

the place of real experience, and corrupted the forms that

made true experience possible. Waiting in the Mezvinski

tomb, Sammler remembered how 'there were no events. Events
had stopped. There was no news. Cieslakiewicz . . . had
no news or would not give it' (SP p.90). Decades later, man

is being overwhelmed in his essential humanity by the
unceasing torrent of news, events, all of which creates a
bogus and grotesque passivity, a spectatorial indifference
infecting the consciousness which could be 'present while
absent'. In a curious reversal of Hemingway's famous attack
on the vacuity of high-sounding words such as honour, courage,
and glory,19 Bellow complains about the 'terrible dumbness'
deriving from the absence of the 'forms and signs' available
to humanity:

It was not the behaviour that was gone. What

was gone was the old words. Forms and signs

were absent. Not honor but the word honor.

Not virtuous impulse, but the terms beaten
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into flat nonsense. Not compassion; but
what was a compassionate utterance? And
compassionate utterance was a mortal
necessity. Utterance, sounds of hope and
desire, exclamations of grief. Such things

were suppressed, as if illicit (SP p.261).

The new reality demands a new breed of man, a new
Olympian with vast powers of analysis, self-control, and
knowledge of all the discourse, the information-systems,
the theories of communication. The modern phase could be
triumphed over, comprehended, only by the rare intellect,

the perhaps as yet uncreated panepistemon of Manhattan:

Because of the high rate of speed, decades,
centuries, epochs condensing into months,
weeks, days, even sentences. So that to
keep up, you had to run, sprint, waft, fly
over shimmering waters, you had to be able
to see what was dropping out of human life
and what was staying in. You could not be
an old-fashioned sitting sage. You must
train yourself. You had to be strong

enough not to be terrified by local effects
of metamorphosis, to live with disintegration,
with crazy streets, filthy nightmares,
monstrosities come to life, addicts, drunkards,
and perverts celebrating their despair
openly in midtown. You had to be able to
bear the tangles of the soul, the sight

of cruel dissolution. You had to be patient
with the stupidities of power, with the
fraudulence of business. Daily at five or
six a.m. Mr. Sammler woke up in Manhattan
and tried to get a handle on the situation.

He didn't think he could (SP p.74).
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The age demanded not only 'an accelerated grimace’, but 'it
demanded accelerated exaltation, accepted no instant without
pregnant meanings as in epic, tragedy, comedy, or films'

(SP p.162). Herzog had watched man 'practicing' his 'future
condition already', a condition of amoral automatism 'free
from human dependency'.zo Sammler, too, faces up to the
same dehumanized projection of the race, the evolving
species of the scientific revolution, 'the future person,

a colossal figure, a beautiful green color, with a hand that
had evolved into a kit of extraordinary instruments, tools
strong and subtle, thumb and forefinger capable of exerting
thousands of pounds of pressure. Each mind belonging to

a marvelous analytical collective, thinking out its mathematics,

its physics as part of a sublime whole' (SP p.191).

Bellow introduces the black pickpocket as a supreme
exponent of the Age; in his cool and sublime hauteur, his
absolute self-possession, he is a symbol of what 'millions
of civilized people wanted'--'oceanic, boundless, primitive,
neckfree nobility . . . a strange release of galloping impul ses
. . « the peculiar aim of sexual niggerhood for everyone'

(SP p.162). Feffer, too, 'in the furious whirling of his
spirit' (SP p.115) is a paid-up member of the Now Generation,
his 'voice resembling an instrument played with higher and
higher intensity but musically hopeless' (SP p.110). Both
Feffer and the pickpocket are ones who do have 'a handle on
the situation' as opposed to Sammler the 'old-fashioned
sitting sage'. In his satirical portrayal of such crazies

as Eisen, Shula, and Wallace, Bellow offers his most pointed




critique of the American dream. James Truslow Adams, one
of the first to popularize the concept of the Dream in his

history The Epic of America (1931), referred to 'that dream

of a land in which life should be better and richer and fuller
for every man, with opportunity for each according to his
ability or achievement'21. America in the 60s is desperately
at work trying to realize this ideal and thereby providing

the reductio ad absurdum--all have been issued with a bill

of rights, but too many are attempting to cash it in too
often--'as one were to smoke ten cigarettes simultaneously;
while also drinking whisky; while also being sexually engaged

with three or four other persons; while hearing bands of

music; while receiving scientific notations-- thus to capacity
engagé ... the boundiessness, the pressure of modern

expectations' (SP p.202).

The ending of Mr Sammler's Planet does contain an

affirmation, but it is not one that can in any sense balance
the weight of futility encountered by Sammler's liberal hopes.
As Daniel Fuchs has noted, 'humanistic, liberal affirmation
seems not to survive the novel's air'.22 The desperately
repeated cry of the novel's final utterance cannot shield the
reader from the truth that emerges from Sammler's many more
carefully considered expressions of disillusionment. The
hope 'that there is the same truth in the heart of every
human being, or a splash of God's own spirit' (SP p.189) is
one that Sammler 'wouldn't count on'. Similarly, the belief
that 'there was still such a thing as a man . . . there are

still human qualities . . . was a thing he often thought. At
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the moment it was only a formula. He did not thoroughly feel
it' (SP p.305). Again and again throughout the narrative
Sammler is forced to revise his old sense of living in a shared
universe, to realize his isolation, his foreignness--'voice,
accent, syntax, manner, face, mind, everything, foreign'

(SP p.287). When he most needs others, as in the streetfight
scene, or, crucially, in his appeal that Angela ask forgiveness
of her dying father, 'come to terms' with him 'at the last
opportunity', he fully knows that his ideal of community is

very much, like himself 'out of it' (SP p.307). In such

conditions, the appeal of Meister Eckhart is obvious.




CHAPTER NINE: HUMBOLDT'S GIFT
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In Baudelaire I had found the following
piece of curious advice: Whenever you
receive a letter from a creditor write
fifty lines upon some extraterrestrial
subject and you will be saved. What this

implied was that the vie quotidienne drove

you from the globe, but the deeper impli-
cation was that real 1ife flowed between
here and there. Real life was a relation-

ship between here and there.1
That last sentence has been an accurate description of
Bellow's field of operations. In higs fiction we have been

shuttled between the 'here' of an America that resists the

cultured and the humane, and the 'there' of his characters'

efforts at transcendence. If Mr Sammler's Planet had offered,

at most, a 'very chilly' invitation to participate in ord-
inary 1ife,2 Bellow's next novel would seem to provide the
rationale and the medium for withdrawal from that life. The
transcendental postulates contained in Dr Lal's heavenly
Utopia are here removed from the margins to become, in the
dress of theosophy, Bellow's major subject. Charlie Citrine
finds the spiritual accountancy of Baudelaire to be both
prudent and necessary. This is a novel full of debtors and
creditors, a story which illumines the hard countenance of
an early 1970s America, a world chronically afflicted by
avarice, a society of makers and takers. Mired in their
'melancholy of affluence' (HG p.3), they express Bellow's
conviction that 'real life' can only be sustained by

deploying strategies of withdrawal from la vie quotidienne.

Spiritual secession is articulated through the ultramundane
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theories of Rudolf Steiner's anthroposcphy.3 This is the
'extraterrestrial subject' of the novel and its spiritually
redemptive properties are there writ large.

The reaction of reviewers and critics to this novel
is worth congidering. Only a very few could welcome its
clear rejection of humanism ag signalled by its embrace of
a highly-foregrounded mysticism, cognizant of those 'un-
conscious SOHTCGS'4 of human 1life in a more strident way
than ever before in Bellow's fiction. Those critics who
had had Bellow typecast as a gritty realist were especially
taken aback by the new novel. One critic properly pointed
to the presence of mystical ideas in Bellow's previous work,
noting that 'both Moses Herzog and Artur Sammler, for in-
stance, though tough-minded rationalists committed to con-
fronting "the phony with the real thing", are readers of
such mystics as William Blake, Meister Eckhart, John Tauler,
and Jacob Boehme. They, too, attempt to satisfy yearnings

-~

: . . b 5 .
towards a higher, intuitive awareness'” of the wellsprings

0]

of human life. To the majority of reviewers, however, Bellow

visionary desiderata in Humboldt's Gift came as an unwelcome

surprise and they treated this aspect of the novel as either
aberration or weakness. David Lodge tried to dismigs the
theosophical discourse as 'a dead end'6 to which Bellow
gives only partial credence. Others read Citrine's transcen-
dental probings as a continuation of the author'scomic voice,
so clearly missing throughout Mr Sammler's Planet. How
seriously, they asked, did Bellow expect his readers to

'

take this kind of 'dubious quasi-mysticism'?’ It was, surely,




a Joke, and the Jjoke would be on them if they failed to
see this. One reviewer wrote that there was nothing in

Bellow's previous work, or indeed in Humboldt's Gift it-

self, to persuade her that Bellow's 'skeptical intelli-
gence can be in agreement with Steiner's pompous elabora-
tions of the invisible'.S Howard Eiland regards Citrine
as 'a predictably halfhearted visionary' whose 'cosy
mysticism'9 cannot mask an underlying lack of seriousness.
But Eiland also tried to do more than dismiss this aspect
of the novel and went on to briefly offer an intelligent
appraisal of it:

Still, though Citrine's mystical spec-
ulations are regarded even by him as
hortatory poetry, sketchy in essentials,
I do not think Bellow means for us to
dismiss them. Like Sammler's 'moon
visions' and Herzog's 'holy feeling,'
they claim to originate in a kind of
primitive awe or wonder that both pre-
cedes and comes after philosophy, even
the most skeptical. If this rambling
coungel on omens and hereafters in the
text of our most intelligent living
novelist seems cranky, at least from a
commonsensical point of view, it is
hardly more so than the consideration
of destiny and divinities in the post-
war, post-modern Heidegger, who arrives
at the uncanny by first going through
classical metaphysics. Both the novelist
and the philosopher instance a new-o0ld
religiosity that dwells outside of
conventional churches and dogmas, and

that hence must appear odd to the world.1o
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And in a 1976 interview, Bellow,unsportingly for the
critics, wore a po-face to applaud Steiner's 'great
vision', and with no obvious irony declared that the

latter was furthermore 'a powerful poet as well as

philosopher and scientist'.H

If, then, it was no Jjoke, the critics were determined
to get serious too, and went back to their desks to pen
solemn castigations. Their expectations had been damaged
by this novel and the deflection from humanism and commun-
ity they now saw as ideologically ill-advised and artist-
ically enfeebling. Thus, Keith Opdahl discerns an unfor-
tunate decline into the abstract:

Mr Sammler rejects figurative thinking

leaning away from the flesh to a world

of pure thought. And so tco does Char-

les Citritie . « + to Citrine too the

world is crazy . . . & frantic, super-

ficial, sliding world that might belong

to pop musgic, say, or the sleazier movie

companies . . . He almost drowns in it

but consciously develops the ability to

turn away from it to his own mind .

Thus Bellow has come full cycle . . .

Charles Citrine succeeds in doing what

Joseph sought: to dismiss the distract-

ing world and to get down to his business,

conducted pretty much in his own head.

Bellow's latest art has suffered, I think
because he is abstract, having lost

interest in the physical world that supplied

mig vieh detsil, =

W

The criticism here is of the same order as that levelled by

reviewer John Aldridge who had found Bellow occupying the
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wrong pigeon-hole--'we expect a novelist to be a chronicler
and not a visionary, an observer and analyst rather than a
, 13 . » : . .
geer’, If real life was 'a relationship between here and
there' then, for a good many critics, Bellow had decided to
spend too much time in remote distances. To some it appeared

that Humboldt's Gift drowned in its abstracted world.
14 n

Now that 'Baudelaire desire to get out' as become

much more entrenched, and withdrawal in Humboldt's Gift is

15

seen not, as in Sammler an evasion of 'the pain of duty',
but as a duty in itself, a necessary strategy of spiritual
survival which demands that Citrine turn his back on 'all
this stuff, the accidental, the merely phenomenal, the
wastefully and randomly human' (HG p.291). Bellow's fiction
has come to typify that 'demand for life as pure spirit'
which Lionel Trilling once observed to be a peculiarly Ameri-
can longing:

From one point of view, no people has ever
had so intense an idea of the relationship
of spirit to its material circumstances as
we in America now have . . . Somewhere in
our mental constitution is the demand for
life as pure spirit. It is this that ex-
plains the phenomenon of our growing dis-
enchantment with the whole idea of the
political 1life, the feeling that although
we are willing, nay eager, to live 1n
society, for we all piously know that man
fulfills himself in society, yet we do

not willingly consent to live in a partic-
ular society of the present, marked as it
ig bound to be by disorderly struggles for
influence, by mere approximations and down-

right failures.
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Charlie Citrine 1s one who cannot give his willing consent

any longer. In Humboldt's Gift Bellow acknowledges that in

its 'society of the present' America's 'failures' have become
so conspicuous, the reality of American 1life so distempered
that the full range of individual humanity can only be ex-
pressed by cultivating faculties of withdrawal from society.
It is a bleak diagnosis, but its bleakness is strongly tem-
pered by Citrine's sturdy conviction that 'this could not

be it', that beyond death we achieve the apotheosis denied

to ug in life.

+++

Though born in Appleton, Wisconsin (so that Bellow
can introduce the Citrine-Houdini association: both born
in Appleton, both practitioners of escape from material
bondage), Charlie Citrine is a Chicagoan. And while he was
earnest enough on the subject of anthroposophy, Bellow did
take reviewers to task for neglecting his novel's comic
aspects, complaining that 'they didn't seem to realize
that this is a funny bobk. As they were pursuing high se-
riousness, they fell into low seriousness'.17 Much of that
comedy derives from the mismatched coupling of Citrine, man
of letters, cultural celebrity, earnest intellectual, 'high-
er-thought clown', and Chicago, forcing-bed and milieu of
his antagonists, the band of swindlers and blood-suckers
who were intent on 'reinterpreting the twentieth century'

(HG p.231) for him. He is very aware of this comic discrep-




ancy, aware that he is 'a lover of beauty who insisted on

living in Chicago' (HG p.284). That city's heart is as hard
and indifferent as it had been at the turn of the century

in Dreiser's Sister Carrie, its people as grasping, its

material prizes still as seductive. If Dreiser had char-
acterized it as 'a magnet', Bellow chooses an image which
similarly, but with overtones of greater pain, conveys the
compelling nature of the 1ife it holds, for it 'had all the
voltage. Once you had picked up the high-voltage wire and
were someone, a known name, you couldn't release yourself
from the electrical current. You were transfixed' (HG p.
%12). The typical tropes of the novel are adversarial and
combative; it is inner life against outer, the here as
against the there, the world of flesh against that of spirit,
public 1life swallowing private life. There can be no ggiggig
and no compromise since America, 'an overwhelming phenomenon'
will claim 'more and more of your inner self'; it 'infects
you with its restlessness. It trains you in distraction,
colonizes consciousness as fast as consciousness advances'
(HG p.299).

Memory is what one critic has called Citrine's 'only
defense against the anonymous mutability of the city and
its silent millions. For the Bellow survivor, each shard
of 1ife is unique and precious; if it is not remembered,
it is the same as never having existed at all'. Only the
past, benign in the sepia of memory, brings Citrine some
fleeting consolation. The takings were good then 'in the

twenties' when 'kids in Chicago hunted for treasure in the



March thaw. Dirty snow hillocks formed along the curbs and
when they melted, water ran braided and brilliant in the
gutters and you could find marvellous loot--bottle tops,
machine gears, Indian-head pennies' (HG p.3%). Since then
Citrine's pile has grown large, aligned with his rising
stock on 'the cultural Dow-Jones'. He was the victim of
capitalism which had made his money 'for dark comical rea-
gons of its own' (HG p.3). This loot was no marvellous thing
and his guilty possession of it makegs those boyhood memories
prelapsarian. In those days before the fall into affluence,
he willingly fell victim to the great influence of his 1life,
poet Von Humboldt Fleisher. While Citrine's star rose the
latter's fell; as Citrine flies in a helicopter above New
York with John F., Kennedy, Humboldt moves towards further
impoverishment and eventual death in the Bowery. It could
almost be Dreiser again, recast Hurstwood and Carrie, ex-
cept for Citrine's far greater susceptibility to the guilty
feelings engendered by Humboldt's decline. The latter's
ever-more splenetic charges that Citrine was in his debt
('he did steal something from me--my personality' (HG p.
%)) only serve to heighten his growing fear of being too
closely in the grip of that American reality, spiritually
consumptive and emotionally weak, which could tolerate
Humboldt's sad demise.

The critic who accuses Bellow of having 'lost interest
in the physical world that supplied his rich detail' in
past novels is at best half right. Bellow is still a lucid
chronicler of the reality of appearances; indeed he reads

at times like Dreiser the social historian. Where Dreiser




228

would think nothing of sacrificing the flow of his plot
to tell us about Chicago's new telephone system, Bellow
too can stop to remark that 'lying at the southern end of
the Great Lakes--twenty per cent of the worid's supply of
fresh water--Chicago with its gigantesque outer 1life con-
tained the whole problem of poetry and the inner 1life in
America' (HG p.9). Much of this novel's achievement lies
in its ability to summon up the baroque efflorescence of
a teeming 'outer life' while at the same time providing a
critique and a repudiation of the human factor in it. Any

novelist who can give his readers such monstrously cred-

ible characters as the hoodlum Cantabile and law court
sharkes like Tomchek and Cannibal Pinsker (ggg delight us
with the painful lyricism of such names) can hardly be
said to have slid into the abstract. At the end of the
novel Citrine, with a good deal of self-directed irony,
refers to himself as 'a city boy' and it is true that he
ig (like his successor, Dean Corde) very much involved
with the public world. His growing interest in the occult,
fantastic postulates of Steinerian theosophy is, there-
fore, dramatised as a reaction to his personal experience
of 'turmoil and ideological confusion, the principal
phenomenon of the present age' (HG p.59). If he does find
increasing solace by 'tuning out' of that reality to in-
habit 'some phantom Atlantic City boardwalk of the mind'
(HG p.9), it is a fugitive impulse well-justified by the
logic Bellow has built into the novel:

Maybe America didn't need art and inner
miracles. It had so many outer ones. The

USA was a big operation, very big. The




more it, the less we. So Humboldt be-

haved like an eccentric and a comic
subject. But occasionally there was a
break in his eccentricity when he
stopped and thought. He tried to think
himself clear away from this American
world (I did that too) (HG p.6).

Bellow's targets remain unchanged. As Citrine says,
'it was my inner civil war versus the open 1life which is
elementary, easy for everyone to read, and characteristic
of this place, Chicago, Illinois' (HG p.280). Citrine's
belief in the exhaustion of secular epistemologies, in
the contemporary uselessness of 'social ideas, political,
philosophical theories, literary ideas (poor Humboldt!),
sexual ones, and, I suspect, even scientific ones' (HG p.
250) is never undermined by Bellow. These latter ideas,
and their influence in the field of American politics and
society at large, become a particular target of attack in
this novel, preparing the ground for the continuation and

heightening of the attack in The Dean's December. Bellow's

quarrel is not with the scientific worldview per se, but
with its predominant, enforcing influence as a cast of
mind. Those who insist on the existence of a spiritual 1life
are made to feel like outsiders, unhistorical, immature.

In an important sense this has been the case with Humboldt.
A language of the spirit becomes difficult to sustain--"'as
none of this is Scientific, we are afraid to think it'

(HG p.10). With Humboldt's Gift Bellow became a major fig-

iy

ure in the van of a large body of American writing which
expresses what one critic has called a 'new consciousness',

and which is 'hungry for informed cosmology, for holistic
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views of 1life, for individual connections to the many and
directly to the divine, for metaphysics'.19
In his Nobel lecture Bellow made reference to another
state of reality, 'the genuine one, that we lose sight of';
devoid of the heightened consciousnegss which would allow us
access to this reality we are left with nothing but what
Bellow, quoting Proust, calls 'a terminology for practical
ends which we falsely call 1ife'.2o In the years immediately
following Humboldt's publication Bellow further explained,
in a number of interviews, his desire to use the art of his
fiction as a means of penetrating 'what pride, passion,
intelligence, and habit erect on all sides--the seeming

realities of this world'.21

He castigated the timidity of
modern writing which refused to express the 'much-neglected
metaphysical uncongsciousg' in human life, content to rest
instead in the 'meager measures' afforded by realism. Con-
temporary writers must be prepared to throw off such con-
straints and transgress that 'line between what is visible
and what is not', to deny the prohibitions of 'our "zat-
ional® or "cgritiegl! or "selentifieh standards'.22 For

too long writers have chosen the safety of the hither side
of that line, cowed by the dogmas of rationalism and merely

’%
sighing 'in longing for the gorgeous kingdoms beyond'.z’

q

Humboldt's Gift was clearly to be taken as a part of this

new programme, as a novel which demolishes the line which
suggests that the reality beyond appearances 1s unknowable.
Under the aegis of this new aesthetic, the task of the
writer was to provide man with the images and the vocab-

ulary of this spiritual rebirth, for 'the greatest things,
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the things most necessary for life, have recoiled and
retreated. People are actually dying of this, losing all
personal 1life, and the inner being of millions, many
millions, is missing . . . Under pressure of public crisis
the private sphere is being surrendered'(HG p.250). Hum-

boldt's Gift is, then, a revanchist novel, a work which

endeavours to replenish the flow of writing which could
help to claw back the territory lost to 'gigantesque outer
life'. The recovery of such territory requires the eleva-
tion of language, for this has atrophied in common with
the 1life of the spirit. Proust's 'terminology for practical

ends' is expressed by Citrine as a sub-human grunting, for

'our daily monkeyshines are such, our preoccupations are

so low, language has become so debased, the words so blunt-
ed and damaged, we've said such stupid and dull things,
that the higher beings hear only babbling and grunting and
TV commercials--the dog-food level of things' (HG p.264).

Bellow returns in Humboldt's Gift to those metaphors

of sleep and wakefulness which he had made good use of in
earlier novels in order to point up man's spiritual lethargy.
Thus, on one occasion, Citrine is at the theatre with his
small daughters; the production is -what else?--Rip Van
Winkle and that play's fable is exploited as we would ex-
pect. Citrine casts himself as a latter-day Rip, 'asleep

in spirit' for most of his life and only now, provoked by
the tragic waste of Humboldt's life, waking to face up to
his responsibilities. As Rip staggers up from his sleep of

years he has Citrine's sympathy. 'Knowing what he was up
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against, I groaned. The real question was whether he could
stay awake' (HG p.295). Where Henderson burst his spirit's
sleep by sitting at the feet of King Dahfu and willingly
submitting to a rite of passage, Citrine practices
techniques of withdrawal from ordinary life and learns the
rubric of anthroposophy under the tutelage of Dr Scheldt.
Steiner's theories allow Bellow to posit a framework of
spiritual expansion: unmoored from its rational base, the
self begins to assert itself against an outer world which
had threatened to overwhelm it:

Just as soul and spirit left the body in
sleep, they could also be withdrawn from
it in full consciousness with the purpose
of observing the inner life of man. The
first result of this conscious withdrawal
is that everything is reversed. Instead of
seeing the external world as we normally
do with senses and intellect, initiates
can see the circumscribed self from with-
out. Soul and spirit are poured out upon
the world which normally we perceive from
within . . . This external world we no
longer see, for we are it. The outer
world is now the inner. Clairvoyant, you
are in the space you formerly beheld.
From this new circumference you look back
to the centre, and at the centre is your
own self. Th at self, your self, is now
the external world . . . and with this
glory comes also a knowledge of stars
which exist in the space where we former-
ly felt ourselves to stand inert. We are
not inert but in motion together with
these stars. There is a star world within
us . . . In 1life and death the signature
of the cosmos is within us (HG pp.393-394).
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Henderson's 'grun-tu-molani', his ebullient love of
life, is succeeded by Charlie Citrine's 'light-in-the-
being'. His retiral into this fantastic star world within
1s in direct reaction against a socially conditioned real-
ity which victimizes many. There are, indeed, some passages
which read like extreme evangelical tracts, as, with miss-
ionary purpose Citrine busies himself with 'business on
behalf of the entire human race'. His destiny is to be a
saviour for all:

My very fingertips rehearsed how they
would work the keys of the trumpet,
imagination's trumpet, when I got
ready to blow it at last. The peals
of that brass would be heard beyond
the earth, out in space itself. When
that Messiah, that savior faculty the
imagination was roused, finally we
could look with open eyes upon the
whole shining earth (EG p.396).

There is a good deal of similar, hierographical rhetoric

throughout Humboldt's Gift, though none quite so inflamed

as this. Yet at no point in the narrative is Citrine
seriously undermined as an authoritative voice, and
especially not when he speaks on such subjects as the
above. Though his women regard him as a crank they are

24

themselves discredited as materially or sensually-driven
creatures with whom Citrine can have no real communication.
Bellow stands squarely behind his character on these matters

of ideology and makes no effort to disparage them. Indeed

he searches for philosophical and intellectual categories
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with which to further bolster the divide between a collect-
ively ratified reality and that concept of the real as ad-
vocated by Citrine. Thus, some literary big guns are brought
forward in defence:

Gertrude Stein used to distinguish between
a person who is an 'entity' and one who
has an 'identity'. A significant man is an
entity. Identity is what they give you
socially. Your little dog recognizes you
and therefore you have an identity. An
entity, by contrast, an impersonal power,
can be a frightening thing. It's as T.S.
Eliot said of William Blake. A man like
Tennyson was merged into his environment
or encrusted with parasitic opinion, but
Blake was naked and saw man naked . . .

and this made him terrifying (HG p.311).

This is an example of the hard dualism that the novel
sets up. The two states of being are mutually exclusive and
those critics who still insist that we are not being asked
'to choose one over the other', that what the book teaches
ig that we 'must attend, sometimes simultaneously, to the

25

competing needs of both' miss the point entirely. Citrine

has an urgency and a conviction that express the inspira-
tional character of his vision, its wholehearted effect
upon him:

I want it to be clear, however, that I
speak as a person who had lately received
or experienced light. I don't mean 'The
light'. I mean a kind of light-in-the-
being . . . and this light, however it

is to be described, was now a real el-



ement in me, like the breath of 1life
itself. I had experienced it briefly,
but it had lasted long enough to be
convincing and also to cause an
altogether unreasonable kind of joy.
Furthermore, the hysterical, the
grotesque about me, the abusive, the
unjust, that madness in which I had
been a willing and active participant,
the grieving, now had found a contrast.
I say 'now' but I knew long ago what
this light was. Only I seemed to have
forgotten that in the first decade of
life I knew this light and even knew how
to breathe it in. But this early talent

or gift or inspiration, given up for

the sake of maturity or realism
(practicality, self-preservation, the
fight for survival), was now edging back
(HG pp.177-178, .my underlining).

Now that the scales have dropped, Citrine's delayed task

is to recover the light, but to do so by withdrawing from
'realism' (here associated with states of distortion, with
madness, hysteria, the grotesque). Transported by his
theosophical faith Citrine is cast adrift in a fantastic
firmament through which he rushes in an almost Whitmanesque
ecstasy. 'I often felt unusually light and swift-paced, as
if I were on a weightless bicycle and sprinting through

the star-world. Occasionall Y I saw myself with exhilarating
objectivity, literally as an object among objects in the
physical universe' (HG p.221).

Bellow has revealed that the novel grew out of a
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period of considerable intellectual revision; he told an
interviewer, 'my mind at the moment is a mass of transition.
I'm in the midst of multiple revision. Almost everything
that I used to consider stable in 1life I now doubt. And
26

much that I doubted before now seems to me stable!.

But if Humboldt's Gift was written in order to partially

rectify a state of literary affairs that caused Bellow
concern, his belief that 'modern literature has not dealt
confidently with the intimations of the far side',27 his
own fiction is not short of characters who strike out for
that territory, as I have shown in earlier chapters. Hum-
boldt Fleisher had the nerve to doubt that his feet, too,
were made of clay; he had made 'raids behind the lines to
bring back beauty' (HG p.5) only to be worn down by the
effort, His outrage, so disturbing to the establishment,
was eventually quelled, tamed and domesticated. The kinds
of knowledge Humboldt was privy to were intolerable to the
reigning orthodoxy, 'the going mental rules of a civiliza-
tion that proved its right to impose such rules by the
many practical miracles it performed' (HG p.392), and the
'bastards, the literary funeral directors and politicians

. . had no use for old-hat Humboldt' (HG p.5).

Humboldt was bullied by the gang of empirics who

trivialized his insights and, in effect, corrupted his
genius before consigning him to the anonymity of 'one of

those vast, necropolitan developments' in 'Deathsville,

New Jersey' (HG p.483). The sustained attack on the
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values of the public world that takes place in this novel,
and its philosophical renegation of the ordinary, is large-
ly Justified by the case study offered by Humboldt's expe-
riences. Bellow's growing awareness of a 'human understruc-

ture . . . much larger than any measure our culture gives

us',28 in the necessity of release from the stranglehold

of 'the scientific world view' (HG p.3%64), leads his cen-
tral character to cast off all such restrictions:

In the past the self had had garments,
the garments of station, of nobility
and inferiority, and each self had its
carriage, its looks, wore the sheath
appropriate to it. Now there were no
sheaths and it was naked self with
naked self burning intolerably and
causing terror. It felt ecstatic (HG
D287 ).

This is the point of freedom in Humboldt's Gift, the advance

on Herzog's 'inspired condition'.

The animus behind the metaphysic of the novel is rooted
in part in what is essentially a Neoromanticism. Steiner's
thinking was heavily influenced by English Romanticism as
was the work of Owen Barfield (whom Bellow interviewed

while at work on Humboldt's Gift), Steiner's most loyal

disciple in this century.29 Though Bellow has often expressed
his contempt for the legacy of Romantic thought upon modern
consciousness--that extreme solipsism that dissolves every-
thing into itself--finding in it an untenable hubris, he

had in this novel taken up a strain of late Romantic thought

which found in Thomas Carlyle its major exponent. In fact
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the above extract, with its clothing metaphors, reads like

something from Carlyle's work of 18%4, Sartor Resartus. In

that volume Carlyle fashioned a critique of his age which
held that outer reality be seen as a mere set of clothes
which covers the world of spirit, for Carlyle the only real-
ity. The scientific advances of the nineteenth century made
possible its argument that the universe was governed Ly
natural laws, that miracles were impossible and the super-
natural o myth. It was an age when utilitarian standards
reigned supreme, an age which saw the birth of that scientif-
ic world view to which Bellow has taken such great exception.
Carlyle, too, believed in the need for a new apprehension
reiterating the assertion that 'the beginning of all wisdom
is to look fixedly on clothes . . . till they become trans-

0 : . : -
5 and, with his amazing vision of a naked House of

parent',
Lords, he urged his readers to discard everything but the
essential reality behind forms and symbols. It might, of
course, be argued that Carlyle's thinking had been subsumed
by American intellectual history in the guise of Transcenden-
talism and that Bellow's ideology here is more fruitfully
seen as a development of Emersonian ideas. But while Carlyle
and Emerson shared a great deal in common, believing in an
immanent deity which suffues the vigible universe, they

differed on one crucial point of dogma--the deification of

man. In The Reign of Wonder Tony Tanner notes the important

criticism of Emerson by Carlyle and quotes the latter's




259
address to the American--'we find you a Speaker indeed, but
as 1t were a Soliloquizer on the eternal mountaintops only,
in vast solitudes where men and their affairs all lie
hushed in a very dim remoteness; and only the man and the
stars and the earth are visible'.31 As Tanner remarks,
Carlyle criticized Emerson's stress on the entire independence
of man so that he was without history, location, or society.

The type of Romantic-related thought I have pointed to in

Humboldt's Gift is, in these crucial respects, non-American.

Indeed, as early as Dangling Man Bellow was discriminating

between self-valuation and self-congratulation ('it is a
different thing to value onesgself and to prize oneself craz-
ily' (DM p.72)) and so his repudiation of solipsism, his
continuing 'assault on the follies of romantic subjectivism'32

in this novel is not unexpected. All of Citrine's contempla-

tions lead to an objectification of self ('I saw myself

with exhilarating objectivity, literally as an object among
objects in the physical universe' (HG p.221)). The naivetd
of Emersonian Transcendentalism could never have attracted
Bellow; the remoteness of his heroes is a complex, histor-
ically rooted and socially urgent response to a particular
crisis of reality. In 1973, between the publication of Mr
Sammler and, presumably, during the writing of Humboldt,

he told an audience of his opposition to 'the absurd ideas
of originality which belong to the Romantic tradition'

and especially to the idea of Romantic hubris, of our 'being

self-created individuals of genius, etc., as if we don't
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derive from anything'. 7 In his final letter to Citrine,
Humboldt speaks from the grave to wag a final, admonitory
finger at him and to hand down in his last sentence what
is, we presume, a hard-won wisdom--'last of all--remember:
we are not natural beings but supernatural beings' (HG
p.347). And in the climactic chapter of Sartor, titled
‘Natural Supernaturalism', Carlyle asserts the spiritual
dictum both writers share, that the reality which is

based upon the world of appearances is a fool's reality,
that the visible world only masks the more fabulous

realms of the spirit which lie beyond.

Keith Opdahl, in his otherwise unfriendly account

of Humboldt's Gift, points to its strengths as 'one of

the few novels in which private religious experience is
incorporated fully into the novel', and to its 'spiritual
mysticism that shuts out the social world of man and
makes matter mere appearance'. 34’IJ(: is against the
depredations of the basely real, against those systems of
material and amoral power which bear down on him so
remorselessly, the Chicago in which, to survive, one
became a 'connoisseur of the near-nothing' (HG p.24) and
developed 'a deep no-affect belt, a critical mass of in-
difference' (HG p.35), that Citrine moves towards the
epiphanies provided by 'the gorgeous kingdoms beyond'.

In the grip of what he calls 'a Chicago state' he tells
us:

I infinitely lack something, my heart swells,
I feel a tearing eagerness. The sentient



part of the soul wants to express itself
. at the same time I have a sense of

being the instrument of external powers.
They are using me either as an example
of human error or as the mere shadow of
desirable things to come (HG p.66).

Citrine yields himself, as no previous Bellow hero has before,
to that which Trilling described as peculiarly American,

the demand for life as pure spirit. He consorts with a
supernal universe in a last-ditch effort to rid himself

of the 'many cantankerous erroneous silly and delusive

objects actions and phenomena' (HG p.177) which en-

cumber him. In the following passage Citrine explains

his modus operandi. Pursued by Tomchek and Srole, who

'had the assistance of Denise, Pinsker, Urbénovich, and
a cast of thousands' (HG p.222), he shuts the door on
them all:

I visualized an old black iron Chicago
lamp-post from forty years back .

I was a young boy and I watched from my
bedroom window. It was a winter gale,
the wind and snow banged the iron lamp,
and the roses rotated under the light.
Steiner recommended the contemplation of
a cross wreathed with roses but for
reasons of perhaps Jewish origin I pre-
ferred a lamp-post. The object didn't
matter as long as you went out of the
sensible world. When you got out of the
sensible world, you might feel parts of
the soul awakening that never had been

awake before (HG p.223).



No doubt it is passages such as this which have led
critics to accuse Bellow of giving us a parboiled mysticism
in this novel, and to question his seriousness or his
artistic sense. There is a difference between the art which

35 ;
the metaphysical

is fiction and the 'lay sermons’,
longeurs which, they believe, are too indulged in this
novel's prose. Their irritation is, to an extent, under-
standable. Bellow does employ a species of chop-logic in

his dealings with theosophical axioms, accepting those

which are commensurate with his own thinking and re-

jecting those which are not. However, by refusing the

whole package he perhaps undermines the reader's faith

in the remainder. Bellow is happy to borrow a context and

a profundity from Steiner; Citrine's other-wordly excursions
are ratified, to an extent, by that context. Yet Bellow

is clearly anxious not to be too closely identified with

the entire holistic system of anthroposophy. In his
conversations with his anthroposophy tutor, Dr Scheldt.
Citrine reveals a scepticism not only about Scheldt

himself ('I'm speaking to his interested and plain face,
calm as a bull's face and trying to determine how depend-
able his intelligence is-- i.e. whether we are real here

or crazy here' (HG p.261)), but about the substance of

what is said. It was Wilhelm in Seize the Day who, aware

of Tamkin's con-talk, nevertheless admits 'I guess I am
a sucker for people who talk about the deeper things of
life, even the way he does' (STD p.74), and Citrine too

needs the pabulum offered by Dr Scheldt--'the strange
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things he said were at least deep things. In this day
and age people had ceased to say such things' (HG p.261).
In some sence,then, the respect is granted to the
sincerity and profundity of Scheldt's views rather than
their validity. But, Bellow seems to suggest, humankind
can only bear so much crankiness; there are degrees of
crankiness, and Citrine lays down the bottom line:

I was fairly sceptical still, I couldn't
make my peace with things like the Moon
Evolution, the fire spirits, the Sons of
Life, with Atlantis, with the lotus-
flower organs of spiritual perception or
the strange mingling of Abraham with
Zarathustra, or the coming together of
Jesus and the Buddha. It was all too much
for me. Still, whenever the doctrine
dealt with what I suspected or hoped or
knew of the self, or of sleep, or of
death, it always rang true (HG p.263).

And so Bellow uses an edited version of anthro-
posophy, Steiner without the knobs on. It gave him a
context, a language of the spirit, and must have seemed
to him an important expression of his developed interest
in the phenomenology of the self. Forced beyond the
'failed ideas' of his age, Citrine crosses the border
into exile. But until he learns again how to revive those
faculties of reception which have fallen into desuetude
("this early talent . . . given up for the sake of

maturity or realism'), to learn through the tuition of

Dr Scheldt the liberating possibilities of that exile,




he has, in effect, no reality:

I was aware that I used to think I knew
where I stood (taking the universe as a
frame of reference). But I was mistaken

. 1t was now apparent to me that I
was neither of Chicago nor sufficiently
beyond it, and that Chicago's material
and daily interests and phenomena were
neither actual and vivid enough nor
symbolically clear enough to me. So
that I had neither vivid actuality nor
symbolic clarity and for the time being
I was utterly nowhere (HG p.260).

Citrine's experiences illustrate the divide between what
Bellow has called 'the seeming realities of this world'
and 'another reality, the genuine one, that we lose sight

of'.56

In possession of this knowledge, Citrine knows the
pain of exclusion from his habitat, finding that 'suddenly
Chicago was not my town at all. It was totally unrecogniz-
able, I merely imagined that I had grown up here, that I
knew the place, that I was known by it. In Chicago my per-
sonal aims were bunk, my outlook a foreign ideology' (HG
p.253) .

Nowhere is this schism more sadly apparent than in the
scenes between Citrine and his brother. The latter, a wealthy
financier, is about to undergo open-heart surgery. His
genius is to compose 'capitalistic fugues' (HG p.402), to
draw up balance sheets which have the compelling power of
'Chapman's Homer, illuminated pages, realms of gold' (HG

p.396). There is real brotherly love between the Citrines,
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but Julius wears the livery of a different court. As
Citrine tries to find the words which could console his
brother and offer him hope for what may be his last days,
he realizes that the eschatology he subscribes to is un-
transmissible:

He'd say, 'What do you mean, Spirit!
Immortality? You mean that?' . . .
and now the fatal coastline was in
view before him and I wanted to say,
as he sat looking sick behind the
wheel, that this brilliant, this
dazing shattering delicious painful
thing (I was referring to life) when
it concluded, concluded only what we
knew. It did not conclude the un-
known, and I suspected that something
further would ensue. But I couldn't
prove a thing to this hardheaded
brother of mine (HG p.391).

Any intimations he could offer were 'certainly not accept-
able to one of the biggest builders of south-east Texas'
(HG p.392), prohibited as they were by that scientific
worldview which could stitch the heart together but which
regarded death as final.

It is therefore apt that towards the end of the narr-
ative we find Citrine exiled in literal terms, communing
Herzog-like with the dead and happily free from having to
deal with 'the mental respectability of good members of
educated society' (HG p.4%9), an establishment he wholly

despises.
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The concluding scene of the novel has caused critics

some confusion (almost inevitably, given the critical

reaction to previous Bellow endings) and Bellow has been

57

charged with not giving enough clarification to its symbols.
The crucial moment appears to be one of shocking epiphany
wherein Bellow stresses the finality of death:

I observed, however, another innovation

in burials. Within the grave was an open
concrete case. The coffins went down and
then the yellow machine moved forward and
the 1ittle crane, making a throaty whir,
picked up a concrete slab and laid it

atop the concrete case. So the coffin was
enclosed and the goil did not come direct-
ly upon it. But then, how did one get out?
One didn't, didn't, didn'tl! You stayed,
you stayed! . . . Thus, the condensation
of collective intelligences, and combined
ingenuities, its cables silently spinning,
dealt with the individual poet (HG p.487).

The scene is capable of causing confusion in a number of
ways. Citrine's exclamation seems to suggest a sudden
understanding that death can have no spiritual aftermath,

and the funeral thus becomes a very dramatic memento mori

for him. However, I do not believe that this scene ought
to be taken as an unequivocal refutation of the novel's
transcendental logic. Certainly the symbolism of the
funeral mechanism is powerful and conveys Citrine's grief
at Humboldt's wasted 1life, but beyond this it is not a
symbolism which countermands his reiterated faith in the

existence of 'the gorgeous kingdoms beyond'. Earlier in
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the same scene Citrine had made his continuing loyalty to
this faith clear enough when, touching Humboldt's coffin,
he reflects that the bodily remains were 'very possibly
the signature of spiritual powers, the projection of the
cosmos' (HG p.485). And his exclamation in the quoted pass-
age above may be seen to derive from the fear sustained
throughout the narrative--that the individual dissent of
those, like Humboldt, imbued with a vigorous spiritual
sensibility, will be overwhelmed by the mass orthodoxies,
the 'collective intelligences and combined ingenuities'
which are sinisterly represented by the 'yellow machine'
which lays the slab on top of Humboldt's coffin. That this
is the dominant meaning of the novel's final scene and its
symbolism becomes clear in an earlier passage:

In the long years since I had last attend-
ed a burial, many mechanical improvements
had been made. There stood a low yellow
compact machine which apparently did the
digging and bull-dozed back the earth. It
was also equipped as a crane. Seeing this,
I started off on the sort of reflection
Humboldt himself had trained me in. The
machine in every square inch of metal was
a result of collaboration of engineers and
other artificers. A system built upon the
discoveries of many great minds was always
of more strength than what is produced by
the mere workings of any one mind, which
of itself can do little (HG pp.485-486).

This fear of the futility of individual dissent from over-
powering systems is very much a part of Citrine's this-

wordly concerns. However, it only serves to further justify




the novel's major argument that there is no alternative

to 'tuning out', to withdrawal from the intimidating
mechanisms of such systems. They cannot be publicly
challenged, but they may be privately avoided. This, too,

will be Dean Corde's discovery.



CHAPTER TEN:

THE DEAN'S DECEMBER




After the mystical departures of Humboldt's Gift,

The Dean's December may at first sight seem a novel in

which Bellow returns to more familiar territory. Certainly
it was with something like relief that many reviewers
remarked this apparent reconciliation. Salman Rushdie
confidently asserted that 'like his dean, Bellow looks up
to the stars with awe; but he knows the stars are not his
job; his place, and his subject, is the earth'. L And in
the figure of Albert Corde, embroiled as he is with a very
ugly Chicagoan reality, Bellow seemed to have turned away
from that astral metaphysic which had been so much a part

of Humboldt's Gift, of Citrine's conviction that 'in life

and death the signature of the cosmos is within us' (HG
p.384), towards his new hero's awareness that 'the cosmos
was beyond him'. 2 There were few first readers to

suggest the continuities between the novel and its pre-
decessor, with its overtones of withdrawal which had
distressed so many. Robert Towers, reviewing the novel for

The New York Times Book Review, guarded his allusion to

Humboldt's Gift within the walls of a parenthesis, re-

marking that Corde's vision 'partly existen-
tialist, partly mystical (in a way adumbrated by the

anthroposophic passages of Humboldt's Gift). . . entails

the recovery of "the world that is buried under the debris

3 The majority

of false description or non-experience"'.
of Bellow's admirers did not regard Humboldt as an advance

and so their unwillingness to point out the extent to which
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the new novel connected with it is hardly surprising.

John J. Clayton, in a new edition of his Saul Bellow:

In Defense of Man, had admonished the novelist for the

life-evading tendencies which had issued forth in Humboldt's

Gift, and in a severely-toned final paragraph urged Bellow

to reject a fiction which 'cuts itself off from life'. 4

With The Dean's December Bellow seemed to have accepted

this kind of critical rebuke and started to make amends.
But just as I have argued in previous chapters for a re-
appraisal of Bellow's vision of reality, so here I find
that the general critical response is based upon a mis-
reading of a work which is, if anything, even more explicit
in its portrayal of those forces of modern consciousness
which debase the spirit and cannot be dislodged. And though
the novel is a record of Corde's endeavour to persevere
within this context, acknowledging his duty to others,
working for change, finally, his effort to point the finger
of reproach in his Harper's essays leads to his pro-
fessional disgrace, his resignation from his post as dean,

and his own recognition of failure.

Corde's moment of freedom, of searing insight, is
given to him, and, with real dramatic power, to the reader,
at the very last when he is visiting the Mount Palomar
observatory with his astronomer wife, Minna. The truth he
is there given to understand is one that urges a revision
of existential reality, that undermines the 'merely human'’

(DD p.310) as fully as had Citrine's overtures to the
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Oversoul of anthroposophy. Once again under the influence
of a sidereal presence, a Bellow character is drawn to
reflect upon the nature of reality as it revealed itself
to man--as through the dark glass of the senses, and, more
profoundly, through the agency of feeling:

And what he saw with his eyes was not even
the real heavens. No, only white marks,
bright vibration, clouds of sky roe, tokens
of the real thing, only as much as could be
taken in through the distortions of the
atmosphere. Through these distortions you
saw objects, forms, partial realities. The
rest was to be felt. And it wasn't only that
you felt, but that you were drawn to feel
and penetrate further, as if you were being
informed that what was spread over you had
to do with your existence, down to the very
blood and the crystal forms inside your
bones. Rocks, trees, animals, men and women,
these also drew you to penetrate further,
under the distortions (comparable to the
atmospheric ones, shadows within shadows),
to find their real being with your own (DD
D dld ),

The allusion here to a mysticism of feeling as the means
towards disclosing existential truth is closer to Charlie
Citrine's programme for spiritual regeneration than other
commentators have allowed. Both men are acted upon by a

sense of immanence which endows them with spiritual

strength and compels them towards a quest for the essentially
human in themselves and others. But whereas for Citrine

this effort to rise above the empoisoned 'dog-food level' of
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things entails an almost total withdrawal from the
distractions of everyday life, an ever-more frequent
'tuning-out', Corde is characteristically a more humanly
tolerant being, willing to expose himself to the public
world in an effort to clarify, and thereby begin to
remedy, its worst failings. In the end, however, his
efforts to do this are repelled and at the close of the
narrative he is, like Sammler and Citrine before him,
poised between 'here' and 'there', between that duty to
the human bond, a duty and a bond which have been almost
completely traduced by this novel's Grand Inquisitor,
Dewey Spangler, and the antithetical drive towards the
purging chill of cosmic space. To be absorbed by that
inhuman immensity, by the welcoming 'cold out there'
with 'its power to cancel everything merely human' (DD
p.310), by 'the living heavens' which 'looked as if

they would take you in' (DD p.311), comes to seem a most

serene kind of oblivion to Corde. The Dean's December as

a whole is an explanation and, I believe, a justification
of this willingness on Cordes part to entertain the

cancellation of 'everything merely human'.

St

All of Bellow's fiction is, as I have argued, an
effort to grasp a more authentic reality, to suggest the
means by which we may be released from the increasingly

entrenched view of reality which encourages us to




253

surrender our claim to a spiritual life. In his Nobel
speech the writer described the art of the novel as a
celebration of the plurality of life, an art which at

its best 'tells us that for every human being there is

a diversity of existences, that the single existence is
itself an illusion in part, that these many existences
signify something, tend to something, fulfil something'. 5
And in a 1981 post-publication interview Bellow defined
'the real task of a writer' as an attempt to 'penetrate,

to find the essentially human under all the disguises,

the appearances"'. 6 I described Humboldt's Gift as a

revanchist novel, and, like Citrine, Albert Corde is made
to find that 'the first act of morality was to disinter
the reality, retrieve reality, dig it out from the trash,
represent it anew as art would represent it' (DD p.123).
Together with that climactic passage quoted above, all

of these extracts suggest the tendency at work in the
novel as a whole--one of existential penetration, a
process of continual ingression, a working towards those
elements of individual and collective humanity which
remain unsullied by the 'trash' of cultural degradation.
This is the significant difference between Corde and
Citrine. Rather than devote himself to finding the
vestigially human in others, Citrine takes Humboldt's
experience as a definitive example of how the world treats
the man of feeling and he turns away towards the

cultivation of a mystical and visionary sensibility. As
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a result, Bellow opens himself to the critical charge of
being an ideologue more than an artist. 'The central problem
in Bellow's novels', complains one such critic, is that

'the imaginative structure fails to provide adequate

support for the intellectual structure, so that at crucial
moments the author's ideas fail to be embodied in character,
action, or image"'. 7 Citrine's secession may be justified
but is not sufficiently rendered as such. In comparison,
Corde, and the novel in which he appears, do not suffer from
this potentially damaging dissociation; his rejection of the
public world, and that world's reciprocal rejection of him,

is an integral part of the novel's drama.

Always fully entitled to his eminence as a novelist
of ideas, Bellow has now written a work which illustrates
his conviction that 'nothing is legitimate in literature
or any work of art which does not have the support of
some kind of emotional conviction. The ideological con-
viction means almost nothing. The emotional conviction
means everything'. 8 On one level this is one of the most
peculiar of all the author's many statements on fictional
aesthetics. The dissociation of intellect from feeling
has been one of the risk areas which Bellow has had to
encounter in his sustained effort to dramatize ideas in
literature. He has not always been fully successful in this,
but that he had accomplished a great deal in this most
difficult vein makes him a literary artist of the first

rank. His detractors have nevertheless found this risk




area an Achilles'heel to be attacked. Frank Tuohy, re-

viewing The Dean's December, homes in on the target when

he complains that it is a work which 'comes through as

the product of a hyperactive intelligence, rather than as
a celebration of a creative gift'. 9 The aesthete's
constitutional distrust of a fiction of ideas is clear
enough in that castigating 'hyperactive'. The intellectual
and the artist are, to such critics, impossible bedfellows.
That Bellow has, much more often than not, united his
fertile ('hyperactive') intellect with his artistic
sensibility, creating such memorable savant-heroes as
Herzog, Sammler and Joseph, is a convincing demonstration
of his rare ability. As if to prove the point further,

The Dean's December places great stress upon 'the emotional

conviction' by elevating it into the means of insight for
Albert Corde the intellectual, providing through it a basis
of communication and understanding which goes beyond,
beneath 'the disguises, the appearances'. These latter
supply the large structure of a novel which exploits the
dissimulation of reality common to both East and Western

European and American culture.

Though ostensibly one of contrast, this structure is
deftly used by Bellow to point up the ironical similarities
between the 'free' world and the penitentiary society of
Romania. Though no apologist for the latter, Bellow sees
that 1t presents surprising compensations to those who

suffer within it, compensations which are the direct result
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of having to exist under totalitarian control and re-
pression. Under the latter one was forced to lead 'a
crypto-emotional 1life in the shadow of Party and State.
You had no personal rights, but on the other hand, the
claims of feeling were more fully acknowledged' (DD p.73).
Such claims are given little or no credence by the
American creed which, as the novel makes clear, regards
the indulgence of feeling as a symptom of weakness. And
though Corde spends most of the novel's time-present in
Romania, it is this American ethos which becomes Bellow's
main critical target. We get few sustained exposures of
totalitarianism at large, though the reader is very much
aware of the austerity, political and social, beyond
Corde's immediate environment in Bucharest. The creation
of this environment is one of Bellow's achievements here.
It was important to Bellow's structural and philosophical
design that he succeed in this matter, for it is this
sympathetic society which underpins the claims of feeling
for which the novel argues so strongly and which stand
against the world represented by the Romanian secret police
Colonel and the American newsmonger, Dewey Spangler. The

Bucharest of old Europe, a lingering ancien régime of men,

and particularly women, £ whose waning lives are full of
eccentric defiances and refusals to surrender the residual
gentility of their youth--Bellow evokes this (Bucharest's
underclass, only one of this novel's many points of

comparison, to be set alongside that Chicagoan underclass
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so harrowingly portrayed later in the book) secret culture
with convincing precision. The externals of this world, the
cracked stucco walls of the Haussmann-style blocks, the
Raresh parlor with its reliquary feel, the plum brandy
Corde sips mainly for thermal purposes, all of the material
privations felt so keenly by one fresh from West to East,
are together sturdy enough as a backcloth to allow Bellow's
narrator to set off, as he frequently does, upon his ex-
cursions into his recent past in Chicago. The Romanian
Colonel, a secret police potentate whose unyielding protocol
prevents the Cordes having free access to the dying
matriarch, Valeria, still lags far behind those American
monsters who disturb us later in the narrative. Their
malevolence is 'the true voice of Chicago', an expression
of the brutal Zeitgeist, 'the spirit of the age speaking
from its very lowest register' (DD p.42). It might indeed
be argued that the repressions of the Communist State are
too weakly suggested in this novel, and that the venality
of Romanian officialdom, easily bribed with a packet of
Kents, hardly does justice to the unconscionable reality
of life in the Communist bloc. Bellow tends to trade on his
readers' preconceptions in this area, using them in place
of detailed description. However, it is not so much this
life he seeks to undermine as certain spurious aspects of
East-West 'polarization'. The Communist system is used as
an element of comparison, a low point against which is

measured the American use and abuse of a liberal political
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constitution. Thus, the bugging system in the Raresh flat
is, Corde thinks, probably of American origin, and, what-
ever the inhumane logic used by the Colonel ('you use the
most extreme case to reduce all the rest' (DD p.64)), it
was fully matched by the so-called rectitude of ethical
values in the West. Throughout the novel, Bellow's
structure of comparison and contrast is one that con-
tinuously suggests not the disparities, but the affinities
that exist between East and West and their complicity in

the dehumanization of human life.

Like Citrine, Corde plays the part of a fifth column.
Firmly centred in American public life, he progressively
finds himself at odds with the language of that life and
the reality it purported to express. 'Assembling a dean
who was less and less a dean within' (DD p.58) becomes
increasingly difficult for him, and standing outside of
his natural habitat in Bucharest he can be an assessor
('I administered my own Rorschach test to the U.S.' (DD
p.117) of its mainstream realities, and, more germane to

Bellow's purpose here, its exclusions. As in Humboldt's

Gift, the powers of darkness are seen to derive from the
scientific worldview with its monopolistic hold over the
public mind, its rigid allegiance to, and elevation of,
the empirical and the pragmatic categories of knowledge,
and its concomitant contempt for the province of the heart
and the spirit:

So, then, the problem: Deeper realizations
were accorded only to the sciences, and
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there within strict limits. The same
methods, the same energies, could not
be applied to the deeper questions of
existence. It was conceivable, even,
that science had drawn all the capacity
for deeper realizations out of the rest
of mankind and monopolized it. This
left everyone else in a condition of
great weakness. In this weakness people
did poetry, painting, humanism, fiddle-
faddle--idiocy (DD p.l141).

The attack on scientific atheism carried through with

growing vigour in Humboldt and The Dean's December is

one which had one of its first, and perhaps its finest,

fictional expressions a century ago in The Brothers

Karamazov. There, Dostoyevsky, a writer with whom Bellow
has sometimes been compared and whom Bellow himself

11 saw the dangers inherent in scientific

admires,
rationalism with its antagonism towards matters of the
spirit. 'They have science', wrote Dostoyevsky, 'but in
science there is nothing but what is subject to the
senses. The spiritual world, however, the higher half of
man's being, is utterly rejected, dismissed with a sort

12 A century later the

of triumph, even with hatred’.
desacralization of life feared by Dostoyevsky has, in
Bellow's view, reached chronic proportions. His is the
most high-pitched of contemporary voices to be raised
against the continuing triumph of the scientific temper,

the latest in a line of Americans including, most notably,

Henry Adams and William Carlos Williams, to be so
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disturbed. With Bellow, both men attributed the flaws in
the American temper to a confounding weight of pragmatism
and a positivistic distrust for any display of feeling
except under the most confined conditions. In his essay

'Jacataqua’ included in In the American Grain, Williams

directs his asperity against this rigorous exclusion,
noting how his countrymen live a life which 'drives us
apart and forces us upon science and invention--away from
touch' and the physical expression of feeling:

Our breed knows no better than the
coarse fibre of football, the

despair we have for touching

drives us to scream in beaten frenzy

at the great spectacle of violence--

or to applaud coldness and skill. Who

is open to injuries? Not Americans.

Get hurt; you're a fool. The only hero
is he who is not hurt. We have no feeling
for the tragic. Let the sucker who fails
get his. What's tragic in that? That's
funny! To hell with him. He didn't

make good, that's all. 13

And in an observation of brilliant acuity Williams states
the culturally centred impediment to the fully lived
American life when he states that 'the impact of the
bare soul wupon the very twist of fact which is our world

4 To recoil from this impact,

about us, is un-American'.
to prevent it by the cultivation of that mind, made up
in Henry Adams' phrase of 'a mere cutting instrument,

practical, economical, sharp, and direct', 15 is the way




to participate in the mainstream culture of hardboiled-
dom. Bellow had exclaimed against this insensate reality
in the first paragraph of his first novel, and the La

Salle Street characters of The Dean's December, though

they be 'the spirit of the age speaking from its very
lowest register', were still regarded as impressive
because 'they had the backing of the pragmatic culture

of the city, the state, the region, the country' (DD

p.42). In contrast, Corde recognizes that 'this beatitude

language' he associates with Valeria would be condemned
as 'unreal . . . foreign, bookish--it was Dostoevsky
stuff' (DD p.130) if spoken in public by him, 'an

American who had been around' (DD p.130).

The Dean's own sense of reality is intensely en-
countered and viscerally felt, a convergence that ill-
ustrates that 'impact of the bare soul upon the very
twist of fact'. He is assailed by an overwhelming con-
sciousness of dissolution both in terms of the deaths
of those close to him like Valeria, or that of the
student, Rick Lester, and, more widely, through his
sensitivity to the distempered Zeitgeist:

No, it wasn't only two, three, five chosen
deaths being painted thickly, terribly,
convulsively inside him, all over his guts,
liver, heart, over all his organs, but a
large picture of cities, crowds, peoples,
an apocalypse, with images and details

supplied by his own disposition, obser-
vation, by ideas, dreams, fantasies, his

61
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peculiar experience of life (DD p.70).

More vulnerable to the sources of this premonitory anguish
than Charlie Citrine, more willing to challenge their
dominance than Artur Sammler, Corde has used his Harper's
essays to exclaim against the erosion of humane principles,
specifically in Chicago prisons, though more extensively
throughout American and Western society. With the possible

exception of Joseph of Dangling Man, Corde is the most

physically aware of all Bellow characters, the most open
to life's press of images. This is a facility he shares
with the third-person narrator and Bellow's style here,
with its effective bursts of detailed description, is

strongly allied to his philosophical design. Both Humboldt's

Gift and The Dean's December are novels that reveal the

exhaustion of orthodox modes of communication, the resultant
impoverishment of our deeper impulses and the stress this
places upon those, like Corde, like Citrine, unable to
accept such a reduced reality. Citrine's disenchantment
compelled him towards the language of anthroposophy. And

in his new novel the search for a possible grammar of the
soul 1is still very much a part of Bellow's form and
subject. The fastidiously described physical world is given
to us as if under microscopic scrutiny, as if by such
scrutiny that further penetration might be achieved, going
under the distortions to retrieve the 'real being' of a
dissembled world. So Corde pursues what glimpses he can

find, the telling nuance that gathers, for example, in
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'that strangely communicative tip' (DD p.83) of his sister
Elfrida's upper lip. There, Corde thinks, is concentrated
her essence, there can be seen a reading of those human
qualities which resist the passing of time, so that
'through all the transformation of middle age, the point

of her upper lip . . . told you (told her brother, at least)
what sort of woman she was--patient in disappointment,
skeptical, practical, good access to her heart, if you
knew where to look. It was all in the rising point of the
lip' (DD p.83). And just as Corde doesn't listen to
Elfrida's chatter ('as he drank his martini, he tuned out,
now and again. But if he paid little attention to her
words, he listened closely to the sound of her voice,
watched her face' (DD p.89)) so the developing argument of
the novel suggests that Corde may be forced, finally,
beyond language, beyond conventional, heavily contaminated
modes of communication, beyond the intellect aloﬁe, towards
profound emotional commitment in his effort to sustain real
correspondence with others. His intellectual resources and
rhetorical persuasion have been unavailing as exemplified
by the Harper's debacle. It is in the face of this im-
passe that Corde gives himself up to a recognition of the
mystical power invested in deep feeling. The head can only
take him some of the way; 'the rest was to be felt', the
rest lay in what Joseph Conrad once referred to as 'the
surrender to one's impulses, the fidelity to passing

emotion which is perhaps a nearer approach to truth than
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any other philosophy of life'. 16

It is this division which is exploited as one of
the novel's East-West contrasts. Ironically, Corde is
able to find a greater opportunity for such meaningful
expression in the Raresh household of Bucharest than in
his indigenous Chicago. In Bucharest he discovers that
Tanti Gigi's preposterous Beatrix Potter English is no
impediment to real understanding between them, whereas
sitting behind his dean's desk in Chicago he conducts a
pained 'dialogue' with his nephew Mason as with one
speaking an utterly foreign idiom, a language whose
characters have ceased to bear meaning. Mason speaks the
tongue of a lumpen-class, the argot of a debased culture.
In contrast Gigi is a senior member of that matriarchy
headed by the dying Valeria which had as a group the task
of being 'defenders of feeling', of being 'custodians of
the emotional 1life' L7 so atrophied in the West. Under
the cosh of totalitarian rule, this 'extended hierarchy'
(DD p.72) will not relinquish its right to emotional inter-
course. Back in Chicago, Corde, facing another form of
coercion, finds himself more and more unprotected from
its enforcers:

he deserved to be penalized for meddling,
for interfering with reality as the great
ma jority of Americans experienced it--to
which that majority actually sacrificed
itself. As if everybody were saying, 'this
is 1life, this is whatI give myself to.
There is no other deal. No holding back,
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go with the rest'. Then a man like Corde
came haunting around . . . Corde remem-
bered how in the office he had wanted to
open his heart to Mason, to tell him that
under the present manner of interpretation
people were shadows to one another, and
shadows within shadows, to suggest that
these appalling shadows condemned our
habitual manner of interpretation. Grant
this premise and . . . But the kid would
never have listened to this. In his
opinion (his portion of the prevailing
chaos, but let's call it opinion), Uncle
Albert was flirting with a delusive
philosophy and trying to have an affair
with nonexistent virtues. Mason's state-
ment would have been, 'Uncle, you're
unreal, you're out of it ' (DD p.78).

In Mason's voice of condemnation is the note of triumphant
dismissal as heard at the beginning of the reign of
rationalism by Dostoyevsky, the impatience of those

bereft of feeling for those 'suckers' stupid enough to
have a 'bare soul' to be hurt. A similar scenario had

occurred in Humboldt's Gift with Citrine's inability to

find an acceptable language with which to convey his
feelings to his brother. Denied this opportunity to ‘'open
his heart', Citrine resigns himself to 'tuning-out' of the
consensus in order to pursue a path which is beset by

solipsistic dangers. In a sense The Dean's December

documents Corde's route towards a similar secession; the

difference is in his greater reliance upon the principle




of emotional interaction, his greater tolerance of, and
care for his fellow man. Citrine's compassion, his
aspiration towards a higher means of communication, has
always a rather theoretic, provisional dimension to it,
largely because it is mediated through the mystic theory
of Steinerism. In contrast Corde will strive always to
find what the narrator felicitously calls 'the depth-
level' in those around him. Even the odious Mason has
some humanity left in him, and though it was 'as hard to
see as the thin line of mercury in some thermometers' it
was there for those, like Corde, who cared to persevere,
whose insight was good enough to find 'the lucky angle’
(DD p.51) which would disclose the tiny trace. Corde
quarries all he encounters until this seam is struck.
Whereas Citrine immerses himself in an abstract world of
dead souls, Corde's movement, characteristically, is an
inner one, a desire to forego distraction and to find
reality by penetrating its modern simulcra:

Corde felt the tidy parlor of the hotel
apartment enclosing him--paneled white
walls, white silk lampshades, uphol-
stered restfulness, thick carpeting,
porcelain cockatoos on the mantel,
ornaments of Venetian glass and Meissen,
the phony Place Vendgme watercolors, the
enormous Hancock Tower with crossed
trusses shutting off the westward view--
and asked himself where the depth level
was. Not in the ladies'--magazine peda-
gogy or the Lake Forest psychiatry, but
in the natural warmth of his sister. In

266
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him it was represented if you liked by
his feeling for Elfrida--for the length
and smoothness of her head, the Vidal
Sassoon dye job, the damaged skin, the
slender nose with its dark nostrils

. . All these particulars, the apper-
ceptive mass of a lifetime . . . The
depth level he was looking for was in
the heat that came from her patchy face,
from the art with which she was painted
about the eyes . . . from an aching sort
of personal history . . . He thought
this to be a reading of true feelings
and no mere projection. These times we
live in give us foolish thoughts to
think, dead categories of intellect and
words that get us nowhere. It was Jjust
these words and categories that made the
setting of a real depth level so im-
portant (DD pp.89-90).

Such a passage as the above exemplifies the stresses
Bellow places upon style as a conveyor of meaning in this
novel. Since one of Corde's difficulties is the correct
identification of authentic expression in himself and
those around him, Bellow has to dramatize not only the
matter obstructing such identification ('shadows within
shadows') but, more importantly, the moment of break-
through. In some ways he fails to achieve this drama. The
use of language in the above excerpt is rather trite when
it needed to be precise and evocative. The three part-
iculars which Corde sees as containing Elfrida's 'depth

level' are, if anything, clichds of the feminine 'mystique’,
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something like sexual chemistry, the body's heat, its
'paint', its smell, and then, smuggled in at the end of
this somewhat 'dead category', an allusion to her 'aching
sort of personal history', about which we have been told
very little indeed. Corde's search 1is for a language beyond
shibboleth, beyond the 'dead categories of intellect and
words'. The language of the novel is, at times, ironically
deficient. The above passage might possibly be effective
in conveying the perceived depth level if it is taken as
an 'apperceptive mass', a catalogue, rather than an array
of discrete particulars, each one open to analysis. Bellow,
one senses, was hoping to convey depth of meaning by a

species of stylistic legerdemain: by giving a list of

Elfrida's surface features (damaged skin, hair style etc.)
we were supposed to glimpse the profundities in recess
below. But Bellow is more successful with more fully drawn
characters. It is no surprise that Dewey Spangler, the
Walter Cronkite-clone of the book, is one of Bellow's
successes., Spangler's being is fully expressed on the level
of the idea he exemplifies; he is an idea-monger who, un-
like Elfrida, has no emotional life, at least no deep
emotional life, no 'aching history' to be confessed. His
personality is one of this novel's most sinister creations;
he is the archepurveyor of those 'dead categories', a
journalist whose moral sense has been completely sacri-
ficed to the impossible task of attempting to salve the

mass anomie of his cultural audience. His emotional
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destitution is played off against Valeria's moral concern
and emotional rectitude. As the novel later makes clear,
Spangler's unscrupulous quest to find news-fodder has led
him, vulture-like, to feed off Corde's bereavement. Against
the hard-won dignity and quiet observation of the funeral
rites, Spangler waits in the background like so much
carrion, biding his time, waiting for the opportunity to
get his information on Corde which he can use to finish

him off as a public figure.

Once again, as in Humboldt's Gift, Bellow delineates

two competing versions of reality: that which has a
tolerance of what Spangler scathingly terms 'that glo-
rious stuff', the high ideas expressed in the fields of
philosophy and literature, and founded upon the heritage

of belles-lettres, and that which occupies the cultural
centre of American public life, a reality based upon 'hard-
ness, patience, circumspection, craft', (DD p.120) attri-
butes possessed in large measure by the likes of Dewey
Spangler%8The culture that values and rewards the possession
and cultivation of such an outlook is simultaneously one
that looks blankly on the atrophy of feeling. Spangler is
the babble-king of this demi-life, his brief only 'to keep
talking', to convey to 'the great public®' (DD p.122) the
fraudulent sense that it was, like him, in the van of
sensational public news, bathed in 'a kind of event-
glamour' (DD p.122) like the journalist-elect. He both

defines and is defined by this vulgus which craves sig-
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nificant experience but which lacks the 'forms that made
true experience' (DD p.1l22). Again this lack on the part

of American culture is thrown into relief by comparison
with the private life of Corde's Bucharest in-laws. The
'extraordinary respect' he finds it possible to pay Valeria
is partly due to the knowledge that 'her personal humanity
came from the o0ld sources®' (DD p.105). A harsh history has
identified those 'forms that made true experience', such

as that rite of passage, a kind of vetting process, to
which Corde is subjected by Valeria before gaining her

imprimatur to marry Minna. Lacking these forms, people

become wedded to a 'bogus and grotesque' world of 'false
consciousness' (DD p.122). In his concern with this radical
malad justment of reality, Bellow again echoes Carlos
Williams' fear that the lack of such forms would provoke
'the pure products of America' to 'go crazy'. Minds which
have 'no peasant traditions to give them character' will

be erratic and dissociated from true experience. The result,
as expressed in a poem like 'To Elsie', will be fragmen-
tation and partial development of a culture so that 'it is
only in isolate flecks that/something/is given off/No one/

to witness/ and adjust, no one to drive the car’. 19

Dewey merely succumbed to what the age demanded; his
'newspaper language' (DD p.122) is that of his mass audi-
ence who have become addicted to living amidst the mere-
tricious climate created by that language. This climate

is one in which all experience, whether true or otherwise,
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must be souped-up and doctored so that it, like Elsie's
Saturday nights, is tricked out with the gauds of a false
excitement. From Bucharest, Corde worries over the hidden
reality not of 1life behind the Iron Curtain but behind the
curtain of 'false consciousness' in the United States:

In the American moral crisis, the first re-
quirement was to experience what was
happening and to see what must be seen. The
facts were covered from our perception.

More than they had been in the past? Yes,
because the changes, especially the in-
crease 1in consciousness--and also in false
consciousness--was accompanied by a peculiar
kind of confusion. The increase of theories
and discourse, itself a cause of new strange
forms of blindness, the false representations
of 'communication', led to horrible distor-
tions of public consciousness. Therefore the
first act of morality was to disinter the
reality, retrieve reality, dig it out from
the trash, represent it anew as art would re-
present it. So when Dewey talked about the
'poetry', pouring scorn on it, he was right
insofar as Corde only made 'poetic' gestures
or passes, but not insofar as Corde was
genuinely inspired. Insofar as he was inspired
he had genuine political significance (DD p.123).

One of Corde's failings, for Spangler who knew him as a
youth, was not to have relinquished what for Spangler was
just a boyish phase. 'The o0ld Chicago was far away . . .
the thrills of Shakespeare and Plato, the recitations from
'The Garden of Proserpine' and 'Lapis Lazuli' . . . all of

that, old pal, was boyhood, and one must detach oneself’
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(DD p.239). Such interests, according to Spangler's kind,
were pre-puberal, and ought to have succumbed to the march
of maturity along with acne and short pants. To mature

meant to learn the language and rules of mainstream
American reality, to graduate into a culture that was
virile and therefore indifferent to the finer feelings
generated by 'Socrates in the Phaedrus' or 'Rilke in Paris'.
'Do you have an emotional 1life? It is nobody's business

but your own'--so spoke Joseph of Dangling Man in accurate

summary of the ruling code. In a 1975 interview, Bellow
talked of the rage for significance in American life, of
the individual's need for gravitas, however faked:

Life . . . has become very current-eventish.

People think they are political when they

are immersed in these events--vicariously

. . . society is monopolizing their brains,

and taking their souls away from them by

this interest, by the news, by spurious

politics. 20

This remoteness from experience, from real experience,
is responsible for some of this novel's most acute ironies.
Corde is so aware of his un-American inclinations, of his
withdrawal from this culturally ratified view of things,
that he, like Citrine, realizes the necessity of keeping
quiet, laying low. 'He was, more or less in secret, serious
about matters he couldn't even begin to discuss with Dewey.
There was, for instance, the reunion of spirit and nature

(divorced by science). Dewey . . . was rough on writers who
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talked about "spirit", intellectuals in flight from the
material realities of the present age' (DD p.122). To bring
up the subject of one's spiritual or emotional life is to
be dismissed as a bleeding heart, as a wet, or finally, if
one insists on going public with this complaint as had
Corde in his Harper's essays ('the trained urbanologists
had found the articles too emotional' (DD p.300)), as a
subversive in need of muzzling. In Bucharest Corde finds

a society upon which to model his challenge to such a des-
tructively partial and sterile orthodoxy, finding in 'the

woman connection' (DD p.129) a timely corrective to it.

In Humboldt's Gift, Bellow's attack upon this

scientifically oriented, emotionally drained reality had
been confined to revealing its hegemony and its power to
lock out and eventually destroy a man like Humboldt, a
'genuinely inspired' poet. And, of course, Citrine spends
most of his time knocking against it, attempting to find

in Steiner's wisdom a structured alternative. Now, in the
figure of the geophysicist, Beech, with his theory of lead
insult, Bellow has furthered his attack upon that life
which 'drives us apart and forces us upon science and
invention--away from touch'. Beech's investigations reveal
that science, the god of progress, has brought not uni-
versal improvement but global contamination. The scientific
worldview can now be palpably indicted, its toxic influence
responsible in large part for 'wars and revolutions' and

for the 'mental disturbances' which result in a general
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state of 'cultural degradation' (DD p.139). In the plot

of The Dean's December, the lead insult idea is a shrewd

stratagem on Bellow's part; Citrine had seen the scien-
tific worldview as a polluter of the spiritual 1life and
its healthy development, but in Beech Corde discovers a
'burning moral visionary' who had 'incorporated the planet
itself into his deepest feelings' (DD pp.140-41), a type
capable of bringing a humane ethic to bear upon the
excesses of the scientific worldview ('"I'm asking
whether certain impulses and feelings which play no part
in the scientific work of a man like Professor Beech and
lie ignored or undeveloped in his nature may not suddenly
have come to 1life"' (DD p.226)). The man of science and
the man of feeling, the marriage of these two types--

this is the felicitous conjunction that Bellow considers,
and promotes, in this novel. It is no accident that this
marriage is already present, literally, in Corde and
Minna--'he was Justified to Minna the scientist as Albert
the human husband' (DD p.256). But whereas Minna is irre-
trievably the victim of Valeria's maternal solicitude, her
innocence in a sense guaranteed by the nature of her career
('What an innocent person! She did stars; human matters
were her husband's field . . . Science would save her from
evil' (DD p.256)), Beech, by virtue of his new suscepti-
bility to those 'certain impulses and feelings', unites
the dualism within himself. Yet Beech and Corde still need

each other. The former with his revised mass of scientific
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knowledge--'he was only investigating lead levels and this
led him into horror chambers' (DD p.228)--the latter with
his ability as a communicator and his gift for seeing the
large picture, together constitute an ideal positive in

the novel. In the end Corde agrees to help Beech compose

his article on lead insult, while at the same time reser-
ving judgement about its absolute validity--'those lead
conclusions are his, not mine. Something deadly is happening.
I'm with him to that extent. So I'll advise him about lan-
guage only. Then I won't have to agree ignorantly' (DD

P.307) «

Corde's own articles in Harper's are, ostensibly,

an attempt to account for the existence of the alienatees
in Chicagoan life, the criminals, the underclasses, black
and white, a lower depth which is tolerated, to an extent
engendered by the 'reduced consciousness' of the age. His
interview with lawyer Sam Varennes illustrates the extent
of this 'tolerance'. Both Varennes and Spofford Mitchell
his client, who is standing trial for murder and rape, are
infected and damaged by this consciousness. Indeed Corde's
articles provoke the retribution they do because they are
indictments not of those directly touched by prison con-
ditions, not of the prisoners or the wardens, but of people
like Sam Varennes and even Corde's boss Provost Alec Witt,
unwitting perpetrators of a climate of violence and depri-

vation:

the advanced modern consciousness was a
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reduced consciousness inasmuch as it
contained only the minimum of furniture

that civilization was able to instal
(practical judgements, bare outlines of
morality, sketches, cartoons instead of

human beings); and this consciousness,

because its equipment was humanly so

meager, so abstract, was basically

murderous. It was for this reason that

murder was so easy to 'understand' (DD p.193).

The Harper's pieces are in reality an examination of this
parvanimity and its effects. They disturb the likes of
Witt and Spangler not because they are sociological anal-
yses of a depraved few, but because they see the city and
its human flotsam ('many, many square miles of civil
Passchendael or Somme®' (DD p.205)) as manifestations of

an endemic condition, a debased inner being. Life, in-
dividual and collective, is being traduced and denied;
thus, 'it was not so much the inner city slum that threat-
ened us as the slum of innermost being, of which the inner
city was perhaps a material representation' (DD p.201).
Devoid of a significant human factor, this 'murderous’
modern consciousness resembles that of the Romanian
Colonel with his 'simple' sliding-scale of retribution.
Corde inveighs against the cause and the effect of this
decline into inhumanity and in so doing sets himself well
apart from his predecessor in Bellow's fiction, Charlie
Citrine. Where the latter took the route of an abstract
salvation through anthroposophy, Corde regards the ten-

dency towards abstraction as one damaging effect of the
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widespread flight from a reality properly based on ex-

perience:
We prefer to have such things served up
to us as concepts. We'd rather have them
abstract, stillborn, dead. But as long
as they don't come to us with some kind
of reality, as facts of experience, then
all we can have instead of good and evil
is . . . well, concepts. Then we'll never
learn how the soul is worked on. Then for
intellectuals there will be discourse or
jargon, while for the public there will
be ever more jazzed-up fantasy. In fact,
the two are blending now. The big public
is picking up the jargon to add to its
fantasies (DD p.243).

For Bellow, a writer renowned for the intellectual eminence
of his work, the above seems an extraordinéry indictment

of intellectual process. The attack, however, is more pro-
perly seen as one levelled at what passes for a moral use

of such process. Instead of an intellectual response based
upon 'facts of experience', minds such as Spangler's,
trained to entertain rather than edify, can only add to

the rift between reality, moral reality, and its public
travesty. The development of a moral sense depends upon
this judicious correspondence between intellect and ex-

perience, and without it there can only be the most de-

pressed kind of intelligentsia.

Corde's search for the 'depth-level' in those around

him, the authentic, often deeply-buried quiddity beneath
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'the debris of false description or nonexperience' (DD
p.243), is given to the reader as a kind of antidote to
this flight from experience. This, Bellow seems to say,
is one way forward, one way to begin to recover our

decayed sense of 'what a human being really was':

Then for some reason, with no feeling of
abruptness, he became curiously absorbed
in Dewey: blue eyes, puffy lids, tortoise-
shell beard, arms crossed over his fat
chest, fingers tucked into armpits, his
skin scraped and mottled where the beard
was trimmed. the warm air of his breathing,
his personal odors, a sort of doughnut
fragrance, slightly stale--the whole human
Spangler was delivered to Corde in the
glass-warmed winter light with clairvoyant
effect . . . Maybe on this death day Corde
was receiving secret guidance in seeing
life. Perhaps at this very moment the
flames were finishing Valeria, and there-
fore it was especially important to think
what a human being really was (DD p.245).

Experience here becomes a kind of meditation, a purposeful
endeavour to see not 'cartoons' but 'human beings'. Such
an immersion in the other is one way to prevent what is
presented in this novel as the overwhelming imbalance of
the age: its evasion of the real, its passive acceptance
of a second or third-hand report of experience, the
jargonising of moral realities, the trivialization of the
spirit in man. John J. Clayton, in a passage already re-

ferred to, saw Humboldt's Gift as a book that at times
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offered a 'merely speculative' allegiance to life, but

'to the extent that it is at points in deep contact with

21

life, it succeeds’'. Though I cannot agree with Clayton's

criticism of Humboldt's Gift, there is no doubt that in his

latest novel Bellow fastidiously reveals his concern for
keeping 'deep contact with life'. Even where the human
subject, like Spangler, is hardly promising, Corde per-
severes, keenly aware that what might be a mere carcase for
others had, for him, urgent existential overtones:

What, for example, did he know about Dewey

Spangler? Well, he knew his eyes, his

teeth, his arms, the form of his body, its

doughnut odor; the beard was new but that

was knowledge at first sight. That vivid-

ness of beard, nostrils, breath, tone, was

real knowledge. Knowledge? It was even
captivity (DD p.265).

To overlook nothing, to underestimate nothing, to see
humanity not for that which it 'represented' but for the
life it was--these are the stark imperatives of Corde's

developing philosophy.

Against Charlie Citrine's 'deep no-affect belt’,
his 'critical mass of indifference' in the face of his
Chicago, Bellow has placed Corde with his urgent need to
commit himself to an extreme literalism, his reverence
for the knowledge deriving in the first instance from the
senses. Against Citrine's fugitive aspirations, his need
'to think himself clear away from this American world',

Corde soaks himself in its presence, devoted to the
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empirical as a first base:

This organic, constitutional, sensory
oddity, in which Albert Corde's soul had

a lifelong freehold, must be grasped as
knowledge. He wonderef what reality was

if it wasn't this, or what you were
'losing' by death, if not this

What you didn't pass through your soul
didn't even exist, that was what made the
literal literal. Thus he had taken it upon
himself to pass Chicago through his own
soul. A mass of data, terrible, murderous.
It was no easy matter to put such things
through. But there was no other way for
reality to happen. Reality didn't exist
'‘out there'. It began to be real only when
the soul found its underlying truth. In
generalities there was no coherence--none.
The generality-mind, the habit of mind that
governed the world, had no force of co-
herence, it was dissociative. (DD pp.265-66).

By this stage in the novel, Corde's intense awareness of
particularities (at first described as 'an instinct with
Corde--maybe it was a weakness--always to fix attention

on certain particulars, in every situation to grasp the
details' (DD p.16)) has gathered more profound significance,
has become, indeed, an operative metaphysic. The self as a
display of closely registered surfaces ('Himself, too, he
knew with a variant of the same oddity--as, for instance,
the eyes and other holes and openings of his head, the
countersunk entrance of his ears and the avidity expressed

by the dilation of his Huguenot-Irish nostrils' (DD p.265)
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becomes the gateway to spirit, a means of access to a
reality unsullied by abstraction, unmediated by distortion.
While this was also Citrine's terminus (cf. his Blakean
vision of 'naked self with naked self burning intolerably

ke his path towards it was radically

and causing terror'),
different. Corde has a sense of being rigorously bound by
his habitat, of being made existentially whole by his im-
plication in its life. Unlike Citrine, he opens himself

to Chicago and its 'mass of data'. It is, for the most part,
an almost indigestible potage, a gruel which is nearly too
much even for Corde's spiritual intestines. The data, after
all, includes such costive elements as Maxie Detillion whom
it was not easy to digest, whose 'vividness was unwanted,

repugnant, but nothing could be done' (DD p.265). If

Humboldt's Gift was, to one critic, 'the most renunciatory

23

of Bellow's novels' in its revolt from a public cor-
porate vision and its espousal of a world of abstract pro-

mise, The Dean's December is surely the most willing to

accept the confrontation.

The various strands of the novel's thematic structure
come together in this conclusion with real dramatic force,
propelled by Spangler's hatchet-job on Corde. This final

coup de main discloses the impotence Corde comes to feel.

It is an impotence of language, of communication, enforced
by a society equipped to understand only Spangler-speak,
'the pass-words, the code words' (DD p.30l1), and which

re jects as unAmerican, as treasonable, seditious, Corde's
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Harper's essays. With considerable effect, Bellow's
East-West structure is again used to make a trenchant
criticism of American values here, for Spangler re-
presents the voice of an American totalitarianism, be-
comes, indeed, the agent of that totalitarian machinery
which silences Corde as effectively as any KGB crack-
down. The muzzle will stay on Corde until he is willing
to learn the language of American realism--as insidious
and implacable in its influence on American life as soc-

ialist realism has been on Soviet dissidents:

What a smart little monster Dewey was,

and what a keen schemer, and how rival-
rous. He disposed of the Dean by des-
cribing him as an unwitting alien. How
cleverly he got rid of him . . . In touch
with the Sadats and the Kissingers, the
Brezhnevs and the Nixons, interpreting

them to the world, Dewey was a master of
public forms of discourse. If you were
going to be a communicator, you had to

know the passwords, the code words, you

had to signify your acceptance of the pre-
vailing standards. You could say nothing
publicly, not if you expected to be taken
seriously, without the right clearance.

The Dean's problem had been one of language.
Nobody will buy what you're selling--not in
those words. They don't even know what your
product is (DD pp.300-1).

The realization of this state of affairs brings Corde's
political enlightenment to a head. The novel's conclusion

is played out against this background of defeat and Bellow
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offers Corde no way out of the impasse. 'To be able to

say what you mean, mean what you say' (DD p.305) is Corde's
difficulty throughout as he searches for a language which
will render reality with fidelity and for a constituency
of those sufficiently well-equipped to hear and understand.
His earlier work as a journalist had taught him that
'nothing true--really true--could be said in the papers’
(DD p.54) and just as Citrine finds only the somewhat
crazy Dr. Scheldt as an available correspondent, so Corde
has spent the greater part of his life seeking out 'the
right people to talk to--that's the hardest part of all’
(DD p.60). And later, attempting to explain to Minna how
he had been gullible enough to drop his guard in front of
Spangler, Corde reiterates--'there's the whole thing--
having people to talk to ' (DD p.305). Years before he had
retired into a self-imposed silence 'to cure himself of
bad habits, bad usage' (DD p.61) of language. Now, letting
himself be heard in the Harper's pieces, he wonders if he
has not been intemperate, whether the years of frustrated
feeling have not resulted in an outburst of spleen alone.
However, since it is the snake-like Spangler who is most
critical of Corde's essays ('"I'm frankly surprised that
the Harper's people let you go on as you did. The language
you used from time to time . . . "' (DD p.235)), it seems
that the reader is being urged to accept them as valid,

authorially ratified expressions of outrage.

With such a great distrust of the accepted channels
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and modes of communication, a distrust fully justified in
the light of Spangler's betrayal, it is little wonder that
Corde is seen to reject these for new ways of reaching the
'depth level' which lies so far beneath the operating
consciousness of those around him. My suggestion that these
new ways are best described as a mysticism of the feelings,
of deep emotion experienced as truth, is one that is up-
held by Bellow's creation of a central character in whom
'exclusively mental acts seldom occurred' (DD p.l?7) and a
novel in which the significant moments are often ones ex-
perienced privately, initiated by a heightened sensual
receptivity, moments during which the concept of reality
is extended, deepened, and made to enclose the impalpable

as a signal of transcendent possibilities:

Here in the Midwest there sometimes oc-
curred the blues of Italian landscapes
and he passed through them, very close
to the borders of sense, as if he could
do perfectly well without the help of
his eyes, seeing what you didn't need
human organs to see but experiencing as
freedom and also as joy what the mortal
person, seated there in his coat and
gloves, otherwise recorded as colors,
spaces, weights. This was different. It
was like being poured out to the horizon,
like a great expansion. What if death
should be like this, the soul finding an
exit. The porch rail was his figure for
the hither side. The rest, beyond it,
drew you constantly as the completion of
your reality (DD p.290).




285

Or else the significances in the novel are concentrated

in carefully understated, unembellished moments in which
emotional passages between characters are given only the
briefest verbal statement, as when Minna confirms that
Valeria had 'trusted' Corde and fully accepted his love
for her. This posthumous bond stands out against the dup-
licitous 'friendship' attested to in Spangler's article.
If Corde has no language with which to successfully address
'the big public', Spangler, and, this novel implies, the
masses he addresses, have no language of the heart. 'In
two sentences he did the friendship' (DD p.298) is a
statement which fully expresses not Spangler's malevolence
(I accept here Bellow's comment that the undermining of
Corde is not malice on Spangler's part, but rather a
species of amorality) 2 but, more insidiously, his com-
plete absorption by those forces he submits to and is the
agent of, forces which falsify and discredit authentic ex-
perience. Spangler's article shows him to have been a
single-minded plotter, assembling his copy while parti-
cipating in Corde's Bucharest bereavement, turning up at
Valeria's funeral to make sure he secures his afternoon
'appointment' with Corde. His mind is precisely 'a mere
cutting instrument, practical and economical, sharp and
direct', a mind that impatiently dispensed with the for-
malities of 'friendship' in a few lines of what Corde,

quoting Mencken, elsewhere calls 'the usual hypocrisies:',

Spangler meets reality, if he can be said to confront it
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at all, heavily armoured with that mind Bellow describes
as 'dissociative'.

Despite the reassurance that The Dean's December

will offer to those critics who saw Humboldt as a turning
away from humanism, its conclusion will cause them renewed
anxiety. The exquisitely modulated coda at Mount Palomar sees
Corde on his wife's territory; once again he is unable to
make sense of a language, in this case the vernacular pass-
words, the 'right ascension, mirrors, refractions, spectrum
analysis' (DD p.309) of astronomy. Once again, however,
'that he understood so little of the . . . lingo made no
difference' (DD p.310) to him for, as in his dialogue with
Valeria, communication and knowledge here takes place be-
yond language in a preternatural region of mystical cor-
respondence. Corde is strongly drawn to the icy remoteness
of the heavens, attracted by their 'power to cancel every-
thing merely human' (DD p.310). Their reality is, for the
human eye, only an approximate condition, a reality the
true nature of which can only be approached by means of an
empathetic feeling towards the essence. To cancel out the
human is for Corde, after all he has discovered about its
purblind nature and its deep-seated morbidity of mind, a
manumission and enlightenment:

Once, in the Mediterranean, coming top-

side from a C-class cabin, the uric smells

and the breath of the bilges, every hell-

ish little up-to-date convenience there

below to mock your insomnia--then seeing
the morning sun on the tilted sea. Free!
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The grip of every sickness within you
disengaged by this pouring out. You
couldn't tell which was out of plumb,

the ship, or yourself, or the sea as-
lant--but free! It didn't matter, since
you were free! It was like that also when
you approached the stars as steadily as
this (DD p.311).

Once again freedom is expressed in terms which suggest a
release from self, from consciousness as a state of sick-
ness, a 'pouring out' of self figured as a kinetic, ex-
hilarating surge. The freedom is vertiginous, unexamined,
an escape from trammelling forces. Even if the experience
of liberation at Palomar is, for Corde, only a temporary
remission from what Sammler called a 'collaboration of

25

all souls spreading madness and poison', it is power-
ful enough to cast considerable doubt upon the validity

of a conclusion like that of Salman Rushdie, quoted on

the first page of this chapter. Descending from the top
(topside?) of the Palomar telescope towards the earth,
Corde's final utterance implies not an acceptance, but a
rejection of that inevitable destination. If approaching
the stars had provoked a desiderative mood in Corde, the
return trip ('"I almost think I mind coming down more"'
(DD p.312)) is freighted with antipathetic overtones. This
novel has spent most of its time amidst scenes of enclosure
and constraint, whether behind a geopolitical and ideo-
logical Iron Curtain or behind the nominally libertarian
world of America. Corde's reluctance to return to ‘'the

breath of the bilges', to rejoin that bogus free world, is

the stressed element of the novel's climax.




AFTERWORD
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Bellow's latest book is the short story collection,

Him With His Foot in His Mouth, published in 1984 though

containing work which first appeared in magazines as early
as 1974. Although my concern throughout has been with the
novels, Bellow is an accomplished writer of short fiction

as, indeed, both Dangling Man and Seize the Day testify.

From his 1969 book of short stories, Mosby's Memoirs, one

remembers particularly 'The 0ld System' and 'Looking for
Mr.Green' for their powerful epiphanic conclusions and
for the technical craft that makes their emotional force
so credible and complete. There is a sense, too, in which
the discipline needed to compose short fiction restrains
that 'metaphysical garrulity'1 which some critics have
seen as an occasional weakness in Bellow's novels. In a
study such as this, one can also turn to his short stories
as indicators of the direction hig themes and interests
are likely to take in the novels.

The ending of 'The 01d System', for instance, is

surely an adumbration of that of The Dean's December. Like

Albert Corde, Dr Braun is driven by doubt and futility, by
the apparent inconsequentiality of anguish and the shape-
lessness of suffering ('And these tears! When you wept
them from the heart, you felt you Jjustified something,
understood something. But what did you understand? Again,
nothing! It was only an intimation of understanding'z),
towards the kind of mystic fundamentalism generated by a
contemplation of the heavens:

And again, why these particular forms--these
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Isaacs and these Tinas? When Dr Braun
closed his eyes, he saw, red on black,
something like molecular processes--
the only true heraldry of being. As
later, in the close black darkness
when the short day ended, he went to
the dark kitchen window to have a look
at stars. These things cast outward by
a great begetting spasm billions of
years ago (MM p.83%).

Of course, Corde's moment of insight is more fully drawn
and glossed by Bellow's narrator in the novel; but there
is in Dr Braun's reaching towards this cosmic source of
origination the same 'cold eye' (MM p.82), the same yearn-
ing for a human principle, a human reality, that, being
fundamental to all 1life, could not be undermined or quest-
ioned. For Dr Braun, 'something like molecular processes',
for Dean Corde 'the very blood and crystal forms inside
your bones'. There is in both men a susceptibility to the
power of astral space 'to cancel everything merely human',
that 'crude circus of feelings' (MM p.82) which can only
distract man from the necessity of comprehending 'why life,
why death' (MM p.8%). Henry Adams once averred that 'true
ignorance approaches the infinite more nearly than any
amount of knowledge can do'.3 Both Braun and Corde show

a willingness to adopt this kind of approach.

Bellow's latest short story collection does not sig-
nify any considerable shift in that vision I have described
throughout this dissertation. The critique of American
values is carried through with a similar implacability,

and the chief targets remain the political and business
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ethos, 'this life to which all have consented'.’™ Degenera-
tion is seen as radical and ubiquitous, written into the
constitution of national life so that 'the foundations of
political stability, of democracy, according even to its
eminent philosophers, are swindle and fraud' (HFM, pp.243%-
244 ). As Frank Kermode wrote in his review of the collec-
tion, Bellow's tone throughout is a distinctive one 'of
exasperated regret, delight in (mostly lost) abundance'.5
The finest stories are without doubt those, like 'A Silver
Dish', 'Cousins', and 'Zetland: By a Character Witness',
which display the author at his lyrical best, those rooted
in the recall of Chicago's American-Jewish past, full of a
healing nostalgia but tempered by a concomitant indictment
of what Chicago haé become, 'a model of modern America,
where crime and business merge'.6 The intensity of this
cultural recollection is extraordinary, both in terms of
the wealth of material detail, and of what one may term
the evocation of historical character. This lyrical vein
is, I think, too rarely present in Bellow's novels, though

one remembers instances of it, notably the first chapters

of Augie March.

As well as delighting us with in this descriptive prose,
Bellow expertly uses these narratives of memory to provide
a backdrop against which the venality of contemporary life
can be exposed, in much the same way as the Romanian family
circle was used to generate the critical dynamic of The

Dean's December. The opening of 'A Silver Dish' shows this

technique, and hints at the ironic possibilities it affords:




What do you do about death--in this case
the death of an o0ld father? If you're a
modern person, sixty years of age, and a
man who's been around, like Woody Selbst,
what do you do? Take this matter of mourn-
ing, and take it against a contemporary
background. How, against a contemporary
background, do you mourn an octogenarian
father, nearly blind, his heart enlarged,
his lungs filling with fluid, who creeps,
stumbles, gives off the odors, the moldi-
ness or gassiness, of old men. I mean!

As Woody put it, be realistic. Think what
times these are. The papers daily give it
to you--the Lufthansa pilot in Aden is
described by the hostages on his knees,
begging the Palestinian terrorists not to
execute him, but they shoot him through
the head. Later they themselves are killed.
And still others shoot others, or shoot
themselves. That's what you read in the
press, see on the tube, mention at dinner
(HFM p.191).

Once again, as in The Dean's December and elsewhere in

Bellow's later novels, the media agencies are guilty of
perpetuating, in a sense even of creating, that 'contem-
porary background' which has such an enervating effect
upon private experience. The forms for acknowledging the
significance of that experience, and the reality of that
experience itself, are diminished and trivialized. Like
his antecedents in Bellow's fiction, Woody Selbst finds
that his honest needs are not to be accommodated by con-

temporary 'realistic' norms. He finds a way to mourn his
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father by withdrawing from them into memory, into a faith-
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ful and loving vignette from his childhood, one that con-
centrates with splendid irony upon his father's dishonesty
in stealing a silver dish from the home of a wealthy
philanthropist. The story hinges upon Woody's struggle

with the moral tenor of this act, his struggle to see it

as his father did, as an act of defiance, of necessary
irreverence, He comes to understand that honesty has little
to do with what the narrator of 'Cousins' calls 'the low
language of high morals' (HFM p.24%), but is more an
elemental quality held in the nature of those, like his
father, who refused to succumb to the orthodoxies of his
'contemporary background'. As Woody remembers, 'with regard
to Pop, you thought of neither sincerity nor insincerity.
Pop was like the man in the song: he wanted what he wanted
when he wanted it . . . Pop was elemental' (HFM pp.205-206).
Grieving for his dead father on a Sunday morning, Woody
finds his honest memory in the 'straight' ringing of
Chicago's Sunday bells which 'broke loose . . . wagged and
rocked, and the vibrations and the banging did something
for him--cleansed his insides, purified his blood. A bell
was a one-way throat, had only one thing to tell you and
simply told it. He listened' (HFM p.195). 'A Silver Dish'
ig another of Bellow's definitions of the reality beyond
appearances. And in a culture in which 'all the words were
up for grabs' (HFM p.251), in which '"We Care" is stenciled
on the walls of supermarkets and loan corporations' (HFM
p.227), and in which the Chicago mobsters are on good

terms with 'aldermen, city officials, Jjournalists, big
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builders, fundraisers for charitable institutions', Bellow's
endeavour to penetrate beneath the seeming realities of
this world is wvital.

What the new short stories continue to demonstrate is
their author's conviction that the reality of American
life in the second half of the twentieth century is, in
all the truest, most human matters, beginning 'to roll
towards oblivion' (HFM p.282). Twenty years ago Tony Tanner
concluded the first book-length study of Bellow's fiction
with the reservation that though that fiction stressed the
need for 'some new positive values', it had not been able
to 'produce an authentic image of the desiderated new way

of life'.7

What I hope to have shown in this study is that
the 'authentic image' Tanner had been seeking was never
likely to be discovered in Bellow's fiction. That image
was one of the individual finding affirmation and fulfill-
ment in and through the American community; yet even when
Bellow began writing,this component of the American dream
was dying. There is, as the narrator of 'Cousins' puts it,
an iniquitous 'new democracy'in existence in America, the
product of 'new abstractions' (HFM p.282). America, once
the grail's end for the rootless, a continent where one
could be 'found', is now a community of loss. Accepting
this, Bellow (pace Tanner) has indeed produced authentic
images of a new way of life in that new democracy. Such
images are, however, based upon assumptions of loss, lost
ideals of community and moral integrity:

Being an American had always been something




294

of an abstract project. You came as an
immigrant. You were offered a most
reasonable proposition and you said
yes to it. You were found. With the
new abstractions you were lost. They
demanded a shocking abandonment of

personal judgement (HFM p.282).
Schooled in these new abstractions 'you no longer had to
worry about truth and falsehood, good and evil' (HFM p.
282 ]

Bellow's heroes learn to accept this loss as an
irremediable condition. They find their freedoms in their
various strategies of withdrawal from the fallen community
around them. Real being is in retreat, on the run from
that 'contemporary background' of dissolution. Bellow's
greatness is in his refusal to merely record the new dis-
order; his heroes have the phoenix touch, the will to
survive, to modify themselves so as to find reality in
times of crisis:

The seams open, the bonds dissolve, and
the untenability of existence releases
you back again to the original self. Then
you are free to look for real being under
the debris of modern ideas, and in a
magical trance, 1f you like, or with a
lucidity altogether different from the
lucidity of approved types of knowledge

. . . Disorder, if it doesn't murder you,
brings certain opportunities. You wouldn't
guess that when I sit in my Holy Sep-
ulchre apartment at night . . . I am
concentrating on strategies for pouncing
passionately on the freedom made possible
by dissolution (HFM p.268, 287).
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