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DIGEST 

This thesis provides a study in characterology of t he protagonists 

in three American-Jewish novels: Philip Roth's My Life As A Man ; Bernar d 

Malamud's Pi ctures of Fidelman; and Saul Bellow's Her zog. An at tempt is 

made t o focus on charact er and identity in each novel through a car eful 

textual analysis. 

The three prot agonists , Peter Tarnopol, Arthur Fidelman, and Moses 

Elkanah Herzog share a numbe r of characteristics - each is an American 

Jew, each deals with a conflict between life and art each resembles the 

schlemiel type, and each struggles toward self- liberation by a ttempting 

to overcome t he night mares of his past. 

Pet er Tarnopol is characterized as an "unr edeemed schlemiel," 

and the similar ity between Tarnopol and Port noy (of Portnoy's Complaint) 

is noted and explor ed , In addition , attention 1s p&id to analytical 

errors of some of Roth's critics. 

Arthur Fidelman is characterized as a comic figure who s truggles 

toward redemption by reso lving his confli~t ~etwc~n life and art . Attention 

is paid to Malamud's self-parody in this work, a novel which neverthe l ess 

deals with the problem of acquiring a freedom within the circumscribed 

limits o f c: he modern world. 

Moses Herzog is characterized as a distr acted hu~nis t - phi losopher 

who must choose action over pure thought in order to redeem himself . 

t he brief int r oduction serves to focus on a comparative typology, 

and attempts to isolate the s imilarities of t he three characters who are 

the subject s of t hi.s study . 
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INTRODUCTION 

The three nove l s inc luded in this study were chosen fo r two primary 

reasons: f irst, Bellow, Malamud and Roth are distinct i ve voi ces in 

American Jewish li terature; second, each novel focuses on a sin&le 

character whose experience reflects upon American Jewish life in 

particu lar, and the general human condit ion. 

Though the world view of each aut hor is decidedly different, the 

three novels share in common seve r al t.he111es and motifs. Each novel deals 

with the conflict of illusion and reality - it is significant that each 

p rot agonis t is an artist of sorts: Tarnopol is a write r , Fidelman a 

painter , Herzog an int e l lectual and cultural historian. The psychological 

probe of human identity is anothe r primary t heme. Each character pursues 

a quest for the holy gr ail of self- understanding . Though each novel 

may be r ead as a comedy - satire , i rony, and parody a re empl oyed t h rough

out - it is clear t hat each author maintains a clear under standing of the 

pain and anguish which lu rks beneath the comic su r face. 

Roth, Mala.tnud and Bellow seem to reflect point s on a continuuo 

in t hei r att i tudes regar ding the exis tential possibilities of mo r al 

redemption and self-reclamation . Each deals with the strugg le o l his 

character t o f r ee himself, a st ruggle which involves t he necessa r y 

realizat ion t hat imprisonment is a s trict ly personal affair - each 

character is a prisoner of his own illusions and de lusions. Each char

act.e.r represents • at the outset. the fragmented, d i sintegr ated man of 
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twentieth century lit erature. Each is characterizeo by an inability 

to coll'lllunicate, the basis of which is tbe fact that he is unable to 

co111nunicate straightforwardly vith himself. Each n~velist examines 

whether it is possible for contemporary man to experience a psychic 

healing of the schismatic self. 

Roth leaves this question unresolved; he apparently sees moral 

trans format 1.on as unrealistic and expresses negative r eservations 

with regard to the progression from disease to health. Malamud, while 

he affirms the potentia l for redemption, sees freedom 4S possible only 

within narrowly circumscribed limits. Freedom-self-liberation- is 

possible only insofar as an individual acknowledges that he lives in 

a world governed by unknown but mora 1 Laws. Bellow views self- reclamation 

in both per sonal and social terms. The potential not only exis t s for 

the individual to reclaim hts identity, but also by these ve r y means, 

an individual contributes to the reclamation of societ y from the falae 

gods of chaos, nihilism and mass cultur e. 

Tarnopol, Fide lman and Herzog as aTti 0 tci (8e n :og ' s approach to 

histor y is creative and artistic) share a certa in alienation from 

society. Each lives as ao observer of humanity rather than as a 

partic ipant . In choosing art over life. each falls into a fatal trap 

from which he must attempt to extricate himself. Although each possesses 

a certain degree of talent, his narcissism - which is a function of his 

failure as a human being - blocks his attempts at artistic success. 
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Tar nopol struggles with himself and with his unresolved past throughout 

the entire novel. The novel i t self is presented as a pictu re of f1ilure 

and frustrat ion, nei t her Tar nopol 's ''True Story'' or his t wo fictional 

pieces demonstrate that he has resolved his inner conflicts thr ough 

self-imposed "ar t therapy." Fidelman makes comic attempts to achieve 

an ident i t y as an artis t, but his t a l ent is a delusion of grandeur, 

At t he end of the novel he r e luctant ly r e t ur ns t o life by giving up his 

artist ic pret ensions. He is a caricature of the split self ; his name , 

Art Fidelman, is pr oof t hat Malamud wants no one to miss the poin t . 

He rzog, romantic and failure, must break thr ough t he intricat e maze of 

his own i ntellectual abstractions. In hi s anguiQhed cr ies , he appears 

to be a relative of both Tarnopol and Fidelman - al l three give voice 

to a series of primal screams t o indicate t he.ir feelings as victims and 

p risoners - bu t Her zog a ppears not to have withdrawn quite as far from 

society as Tar nopol and Fidelman, for Herzog is mor e self-aware 

thr oughou t , His redemption is clearl y indicated a t the end of the 

nove 1 . 

Each character is presented as a tragicomic figure. Al 1 t hree 

possess characteristics of the s chlemiel, luftmensch , quixote and naif. 

They each possess a self-deprecating humor which functioos t o rtlieve 

the tension and despair of t heir respect ive pursuits of ~dent i ty. They 

are a l so marginal mPn, dir e cted by a subconscious r ealization that 

their "half- life" is a r eal condition . They are not ingenues, but 

s omehow have never managed t o move beyond an ado lescent-like fantasy 
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world. Each , therefore., strugg les with that which he does not want 

to accept: the responsibilities to self, t o other human beings and 

to soci ety. 

Roth, Malamud and Bellow regardless of their world views and 

techniques, seem to share one element of realistic a~prai sal o( 

identity. Despite the degree to which their characte rs do or do not 

overcome their assumed identities , each is left in the process of 

beginning . Tarnopol, attempting to achieve a breakthrough, Fidelman 

with his new life as a glassblower, and Herzog with professed re

dedication t hat has still not been realized. The "moral ending" is 

drawn in each novel with perception of the frailities of human will. 



l 

CtiAPTER l 

MY LIFE AS A MAN 

Any at tempt to treat the protagonist of Philip Roth's My Life As A 

l ~ • Peter Tarnopol, must necessarily i nvolve analy.sis of the various 

devices which Roth employs in order t o focus upon oLscure and refocus 

upon the character himself. ln addit ion, it wou l d be i mpossib le to 

consider the character or novel in isolation from Portnoy and Portnoy's 

2 
Complaint as well as the war between Roth and his cri t i cs ior which 

My Life As A Man serves, as battle ground. 

Perhaps preliminary explanation and example will illustrate the 

prob lem tnvolved in approaching Roth's work vis-a-vis hi& critics. It 

is apparent that Roth has . since the pu blication of Po rtnoy's Complaint 

(and perhaps ~ven before) , occupied a center-stage posit ion with regard 

to many contemporary literary and lay critics. Within American-Jewish 

society and letters, he has been something of an event , provoking 

angry and heated reaction to his wor k . Roth's critics have t oo fre

quently become entangl ed in !l snare, tl,at s , t hey have tended t o assume 

the roles of psychoanalyst and rabbi , questioni ng Ro t h 's psychologica l 

Roth, My Life As A Man, New York, 1974 . 

2 
Roth , Portnoy's Complaint, New York, 1969 , 
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atability and seTIDoniz.ing at lengt h regarding Roth's "antisemitism". 

Three examples of critical reductivism should suffice to illus

trate the point . Sylvia Rothchild writes: 

In my generat ion it was not paganism 
but murderousness that was the foun
dation for the hat red (Jewish anti
Christian sentiments) •••• 

In Portnoy's Complaint it is clear 
that t his is one of the facts Alexander 
Portnoy cannot face. Instead, he 
attacks the victims. He b lames his 
parents for being the parents he would 
not have chosen if he had been given a 
choice. In spite of all the disclaimers, 
it is hard to avoid seeing Alexander 
Portnoy as a nutty Jewish anti-Semite. 
(Hy italics). It is hard to tell from 
his ravings whether he hates his parents 
because they are Jews or whether he 3 
hates Jews because they become parents. 

Ms. Rothchild reveals her complaint with Portnoy by directing her 

gttach upon Roth himself: 

3 

In spit e of his realism and candor , 
Roth can't seem lo cope with the 
fact that Jews vho "just happen t o 
be Jews " are not the same as Ameri
cans who happen not t o be Jews .... 

Rothchild, "Philip Roth - Out of His Time ,'' Response, Spring 1972 
({il)), p. 148. 



• •• If the issues in the early 
scorLes seemed ahead of their 
time, the complaint of Alexander 
Portnoy seemed only a livelie r 
and more controver sial variation 
on earlier themes •••• lt didn't 
take much bravery to carry on a 
diatribe against contr olling 
Jewish mot hers, ineffectual 
fathers , Kashrut, Jewi sh fearfulnest • 
v hen practically all were obsolete. 

.3 

The issue seems to be with what Roth did not write, rather than with 

the wor k itself. Ms . Rothch i ld is o ffended by Portnoy ' s Complaint, 

and her criticism reveals an inability t o deal with t h~ work on an 

objective l eve l. In this respect, Portnoy's Complai nt represents , 

5 
fo r he r, an "event" and not a novel. 

Gerda Charles , in a far less angry review has written of "Rot h• 

Por t noy" in an apparent attempt t o connect the protagonis t a nd t he 

author : 

4 

I n one sense this book is a 
narrow one , t he cha rac ters are 
few, the area small. And the re 
are faults , yes . Rut Roth- Portnoy 
i s stlll quite youn~ . Time yet 
fo r him t o raise his eyes (rom 
the female .. . well, choose your own 
synonym (he s upplies plenty} .... 
co a somewhat rnore highly situated 
organ . That's i t , Alexander! The 
heart! 

_!lli ,, p. 148. 

5 
Roth, soon after the publication of Portnoy 1 s Complaint , observed 

pr ophet ically i n a talk- show inte rview, that Port noy•s Complaint was being 
eva luated as an event and would not be evaluated as a nove l for years to 
come. Cf. Hy Llf~ as a Man. p. 230, f or evidence t hat Roth satirizes the 

battle. 



Irving Howe ha.a maintained t hgt: 

Alex speaks for imposed-upon, vulnerable, 
twisted yet self-liberating humanity; 
the other characters, reduced to a func
tion of his need, an echo of his cry, 
cannot speak or speak back as autonomous 
voices but simply go through their paces 
like straight-men mechanically feeding 
lines to a comic. Even more than in Roth's 
earlier work, the result is claustrophobia 
of voice and vision ; he never shuts up. 
this darling Alex, nor does Roth detach 
himself s~fficiently to &ain some ironic 
distance . 

4 

The function of criticism should be to explicat e and t o Illuminate 

the work rather than to erroneously interpret it in light of the life 

o f t he artist. "Hones t criticism and sensitive appreciation is d i rected 

8 
not upon the poet but upon the pot!try." Middlebrow attempts to read 

Portnoy's Complaint as an autobiography have as much c ritical val ue 

as Dav id Susskind 's production of ''Jewish Mother s on Por tnoy's Comp laint ." 

Theater, yes, criticism, hardly. 

Roth has attempted to redirect the attenti on o( rricics to the 

work itself with satiric criticism directed against the attacks of rnass 

culture. One may wonder why Roth feels t he per sistent need - almost to 

the point o f compulsion - t o answer the inane comments whi ch would view 

him as inseparable froll'! Portnoy, but there is little question that hi.s 

&atiric bar bs dir ect attention t o the prob lems invo 1~ed in abandoning 

7 
Howe, "Philip Roth Reconsidered". p. 7'. 

8 
Eliot, "Tradition and the Individual Talent", Literary Criticism in 

America , ed. , Albert Van Nos trand l ~S7, p. 233. 



the objective correlatlve as a criteria for analy~iog art: 

Jacqueline Susan, discussing her colleagues 
with Johnny Car son, tickled ten million 
Americans by saying that she'd like to meet 
me but wouldn't want to shake my hand, 
Didn't want to shake my hand - she, of all 
people? And from time to time the columnist 
Leonard Lyons had a ten-word tidbi t about 
my fiery romance with Barbra Streisand: 
"Barbra Streisand has no complaints about 
her dates with Phi lip Roth . " Dot dot dot. 
True enough, in a manner of speaking, since, 
as it happened, the famous Jewish girl 
celebrity and the newly-minted Jewish bijy 
celebrity had and still have never met, 

Ruth R, Wiaae, in analyzing Portnov's Complaint, exclusive o f 

Roth, restores criticism to its high office, She directs our attention 

to both the satire (without acknowledgement of which the book must be 

con&1stently misread) and the angst wh i ch lies beneath its s ur(aoe: 

9 

Despite the resemblance of thi s extended 
monologue to earlier schlemiel writings , 
it is a reaction to, not an addition to , 
the genre. The author defines his hero's 
complaint as "a disorder in which strongly
felt ethiral a nd altruis tic impulses are 
perpetually warring gith extreme sexua l 
longings, often of a perverse nature." 
The book does not mediate but exacerbates 
the conflict between t hese vaning claims 
without ever suggesting that their mutual 
coexistence may be t he cheapeat price to 
be paid for "civilizatien," Portnoy's 
complaint present!!' the schlen,iel condition 
as unbearable; and for all its dialect~ 

Roth, "Imagining Jevs", The New York Revi ew of Books Vo l . XXI , 
No. 15, October 3 , 1974 , p . 22, 



humor the punch•line seriously implies 
that the purgation of the narrative 
ought to be the starting point in the 
care. The Jewish Joke was conceived as 
ao instrument for turning pain into 
laughter. Portnoy's Complaint reverses 
the process t9 expose the full measure 
of pain lurking beneath the laughter, 
suggesting that the technique of adjust• 
ment may be worse than 10he situation it was 
intended t o alleviate . 

6 

Portnoy's Complaint, while autobiographical in form, ts a fictional 

11 autobiography. Portnoy, and not the pantheon of caricatures from 

Sophie Portnoy to the Moukey, provides the raw material for Roth's state• 

ment of theme. 

For Ponnoy, as for Stephen Dedalus in Joyce ' s Ulysses, ''h istory 

is a niShtmare from which •• • . to awake." 

D~. Spielvogel, this is my life, my 
only life, and 1 1m living it in the 
middle of a Jewish Joke! I am the 
son in the Jewish joke· only it 
ain't no joke! .•• Doctor, I can't 
stand any more being frightened like 
this over nothing! Bless me with 
manhood! Make me brave! 

1
~ke me 

sti-ong : Hake me whole!" 

Self-liberation is counterposed against the demands of history (i n t his 
instance, personal history . ) 

10 
Wisse, The Schlemi el as Modern Hero, Chicago and London, 1971, p. 120. 

11 
Ibid. , p. l2L 

12 
Roth, Portnoy's Complaint, pp. 36- 7. 
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The purpose here is not to attempt a complete analysis of Portnoy's 

Complaint, but rather, to suggest that Hy Life As A Man must he read i n 

light of its predecessor, The similarities between the two works are 

legion. Perhaps, (wito the exception of Dr. Spielvogel) the names have 

been changed to protect the innocent, but vi rtually every character i n 

My Life As A Man finds a parallel identity in Portnoy's Complaint. It 

would seem that Roth attempts in My Life As A Man to deal with some of 

the technical deficiencies of Portnoy's Complaint. 

In My Life As A Man, Roth works toward achieving greater ironic 

distance through the use of various devices although at the same time, 

he raises questions regarding the relationship (or distance) of t he 

artist to his art by means of these same devices. This is in the nature 

of a satirist for whom a certain ambiguity functions as an asset in 

extending the shades of meaning. Roth insistently maintains that while 

detachment is important, the writer still must draw on his I ife exper

ience in order to produce a work o( substance and meaning . In an 

interview with Walter Mauro and Elena Clementelli, Roth states most 

clearly the relationship between his li fe and his art (the interviewers' 

question is italicized). 

Tke £alationship lg your work between rea l ity and 
imagination , Have the forms of power ve have 
mentioned {family, religion, politics) inf luenced 
your style, your mode of expression? Or has vriting 
served to f ree you from these forms of power? 



Inasmuch as subject is considered an 
aspect of "style," the answer to the 
first question is yes: family and 
religion as coercive forces have been 
a recurrent subject in my fiction, 
particularly so in the work up to and 
inc luding Portnoy's Complaint • •..• 

A story like "The Conversion of the 
Jews , " for i ns tance, • •• • reveala .... 
my concern wi th the oppressiveness 
of family feeling and with binding 
ideas of religious exclusiveness, • .•• • 
Primi t ive as the story may seem to me 
at this point, ••••• nonethelesa it 
treats their {Oscar Freedman and 
Rabbi Binder) struggle for pover as a 
species of comedy •• ... At a later stage 
of development similar preoccupations 
led me to i nvent Alexander Portnoy, an 
a ged incarnation of claustrophobic l i ttle 
Freedman, who cannot cut loose f rom 
what binds and inhibits him quite so 
magically as the hero I imagined humbling 
his mother and rabbi in ''The Conversion 
of the Jews." Ironically, where the boy 
in the early story is held is subjugation 
by figures of real stature in his world 
whose power he for the moment a t least 
is able to subvert, Portnoy i s less 
oppressed by these figures - who have little 
real say in his life anyway - than he is 
imprisoned by the rage which pers ists 
against t~em. That h i s most powerfu l op
pressor by far i s h imself is what mat5s for 
the farcial pathos of the book - ... 

8 

Roth, having spoken of his objectives in his art, turns l o their 

relationship (as he sees it) t o his life: 

13 
"Wri t ing About the Powers That Be: An l nterviev'', conducted by 

Walter Mauro and Elena Clementelli with Philip Roth. American Poetry 
Review, Ju l y-August, 1974, p. 19. 



In fact, the loyalties , affections, and 
affinities that I continue to feel toward 
the forces that initially shaped my life, 
hav i ng withstood to the degree that t hey 
have the assault of the i magi nation and 
the t est of sustained psychoanalysis -
with all the a loofness and coldbl oodedness 
t he latter entails - would seem t o me by 
now to be at t he very core of my identity. 
1 have , I am sure , refashioned t hese attach
ments enormously t hrough the very effort of 
t esting them, and too I have developed over 
the year s an attachment s uf~rceding al l 
others to the test i tse lf. 

9 

Peter Tarnopol also has "an a ttachment s uperceding a ll ot her s t o 

t he t est itself , " but in his case, it is unc lear as to •,hethe r the 

test is a vehicle of s elf-liberation, or his psychological cell-block. 

That , like Portnoy , he is his own j ailer - his protestations not • 

withs t anding - becomes clear when the pieces t o the puzzle prov i ded by 

Roth are put together. 

Although Roth s till makes extensive u'ie of the first person nar

rative technique, he i ntroduces other devices which wer e absent from 

P-ortnoy ' s Complaint , which allow us "perhaps to begin," In addi t ion 

t o Tarnopol' s autobios uphi c: r! statement , Hy True St ory. which form.a 

the major part of t he novel comprising its thi rd (and longest) section 

we a re asked to view Tarnopol f r om a ser ies of per spectives which 

include two slorLes by Ta rnopol; letters t o and f r om his sister Joan; 

anal)'ses of his two stories; Tarnopol ' s analysis and Spielvogel ' s 

treatment : Spie lvogel's a rt icle fo r a psychiatric journa l wh ich contains 

14 
llli•, p. 19. 
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an analysis o f Tarnopol: Kar en Oakes ' literary analys i s as imagined by 

Tarnopol of t he two Zuckerman stories: imaginar y letters to and from 

his deceased wife, Maureen; Maureen's diary; and various conversations 

between Tarnopol and Susan McCall, his brother Morris, his parents, 

and other minor characters who are included in his life. 

The i rony of the tit le, My True Stoq (which suggests a gossip 

magazine) , is that even Tarnopol understands that: 

• . •• There is no re.a.son co believe that 
by keepi ng his imagination at bay and 
rigorously adhering to t he facts, Mr. 
Tarnopol will have exorcised his obses
sion once and for all. lt remains to 
be seen whet her hi s candor, such as i t 
i s, can serve any better than his art 
(or Dr. Spielvogel ' s therapeutic devices) 
to demystify the past and mitigate his JS 
admittedly uncolllllendable sense of defeat. 

Ins t ead we are asked , a la Rashomon or Six Characters in Search of 
an Author , 
an Autho~, to move further and further from the direct testimony , and co 

filter the raw data in such a manner as to refine it and achieve a unified 

pictur e o f t he character. The central theme of identity and self-l i bera• 

tion is simply stated: "I oanted to be humanish : 
16 

manl y. a man." Despite 

the fact that 'i'.arnopol would have us believe chat "being married and then 

-" l 7 trying to ge t unmarr iea would became my predominant activity and obsession, " 

15 
Roth , My Life As A Man, pp. LOO- L. 

16 
Jlli . , p • 1 73 • 

17 
Ibid., p , 173 . 



it is rather his attempt to free himself from the constraints of those 

outer-directed forces (including those that he himself romantically 

imposes) which would attempt to guide, manipulate or direct his develop-

meat as a man. 

Iarnopol must first contend vith the romantic conception of life 

and love which provides him with a working definition of "manlioessl' 

pr=.:rr to his marriage to Maureen. Confronted by the (fal>ricated) evidence 

of Maureen's pregnancy, Iarnopol considers telling Maureen to get out 

of his life, but instead, suffering from both his romanticized notions 

of "right," and f rom "strongly- felt ethical and altruistic impulses, 1118 

he determines bis actual course: 

• . . I walked ••• , concluding •.• that the 
truly manly way to face up to my pre
dicament was to go back to the apartment, 
pretending t hat I sti ll did not know t he 
result of the pregnancy test, and deliver 
the following oration: 11Maureen , ••• i 
don ' t care if you're pregnant or not, 
I want you co marry me, regardless of how 
the test comes y~t tomorrow. l want you 
to be 11\Y wife, '' 

Tarnopo l , viewing the scene in retrospect , attempts to rationalize his 

romaticism on the basis of a fear that Maureen might othen.i3e collllni.t 

s.uicide, but tlll.fi merely represents the attempt of the older and more 
,, 

disillusioned Tarnopol to e rase his past naivet e. He ts unable to 

detach himself, as he is at thirty- fou r , from his younger self. Not 

18 
Roth, Portnoy 's Complaint, p. 1. 

19 
Roth, MY Life As A Man, pp. 192- 3 , 
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that Tarnopol lacks introspective vision - he possesses abundant insight 

i nto his own character - but, just as he appears to analyze (and affirm 

the analysis of) his own character. he sidesteps, rationalizes, and 

consequently fails to fully perceive. Tarnopol consistent l y gives voice 

to a "yes, but. •• " in his quest for se l f-knowl edge, and i t is precisely 

this need to turn aside the probe j ust at the point of epiphany which 

precludes his ability 11break through.'' 

The closest that Tarnopo l i s al lowed to get to t t::i "truth" i s his 

fleeting rea lization that self-knowledge is unobtainable. Tarnopol 

imagines a critique of his Zuckerman s tories as ,n-itten by his forme~ 

p rize s t udent and ' ' love,'' Karen Oakes, which, while it is Roth's satire 

on contemporary criticism, also functions to de fine the circumscr i bed 

limits that Roth sets upon knowledge of self. Tarnopol in his inven

tion of Karen Oakes ' critiq~e, chooses for her two poems: the second , 

f rom Simone de Beauvoir,is worth quoting: "On ne peut )&r.ais se connaitre , 

mais seulement se raconter. ,,ZO Ooe is never able to know oneself, but 

onl y to tell about oneself. Tarnopol, as t eacher- lover , comments upon 

hi s s tudent's c ritique , and so doing• ecl,ot!s the same thought . 

20 
.!.!2.!2• , p. 226. 



••• Tarnopol, as he is called, is beginning 
t o seem as i maginary as my Zuckerman anyway, 
or a t least a s detached from t he memoirist -
his reve lations coming to seem like still 
another "useful fiction , " and not because I 
am telling lies. I am trying to keep to 
t he facts . Maybe all I'm saying is that 
wo rds , being words, only approximate the 
real thing , and so no mat t er how close I 
come , I only come .£.1.2.!!. Or maybe l mean 
tha t as far as I can see t here is no con
quering or exorcis ing the past with words. 21 

l3 

Tarnopol. i n attempting to deal with art and life, is reminiscent 

of Malamud's Fidelman, who. in considering Yeats' observation , "The 

intellect of man i s forced t o choose / Perfection of the life, o r of 

22 
the wor k • ••• " responds, "Both." Tarnopol 's t hree creations (the tvo 

Zuckerman stories and the autobiography) are muddled and confused, 

large l y, owing to his inability to separate art: and life . His fictions, 

"useful , " or not, suffer from his intrusions.23 Similarly, his imagina

tion interferes with any attempt to tell his " true story'' accurately . 

Tarnopol is entrapped, not by his marriage t o Maur een, but rat her, 

in the l abyrinth of his own ambivalence. Roth sets the same trap which 

he had s et in Portnoy's Complaint, and cri tical reaction to My Life As A 

~ will undoubted l y, once again, fail to perceive the culprit. Tarnopol 

Ls capable of seducing t he r eade r , as was Portnoy I and just as attentlon 

was focused on Sophie Port noy, so, too , wi l l Naureen Tar nopol undouhtedly 

21 
~. , p. 231. 

22 
Halamud , Pict ures of Fidelman. New Yor k, 1970, p. 7. 

23 
Cf . Roth, My Life As A Man, p . 31, where Tarnopol trespasses the 

bounds of omniscient narration in the story, "Salad Days." 



be seen as the consu1111Date bit.ch. Roth bas been criticized for his 

stereotypes, but, at l east in Portooy's Complaint and in this novel, 

it would appear that Roth's caricatures serve his purpose , for he seems 

to suggest that it is the reader I s job to det ermine vhy Tarnopol aod Portnoy 

must dehumanize t he people in their lives. A fully developed portrait 

of Sophie P, or Maureen, would inevitably detract from the main event. 

Morris Dickstein maintains that: 

The fatal flaw of his protagonists, which 
Roth never sees, is their self-righteousness, 
from Neil Klugman 1 s smug dismissal of Brenda 
Patimkia, to Portnoy's dogged attempts to 
b lame everyone but himself, to Peter Tarnopol's 
post-mortem revenge on his monster of a w~fe. 
Io situations like this, Roth seems to lose 
all perspective - no one but his surrogate 
exists, no other viewpoint has meaning - and 
the judgmental parents and the arrogant, smart -
ass kid speak directly t2~ough the mouth of the 
thwarted, furious adult. 

But, it is Dickstein , and not Roth , whose vision is flawed. Peter 

Tarnopol is a manipulative figure , unable to "let go11 of t he cast of 

characters in his li fe, hut P'lt h pi ovides ample clues for an understanding 

of Tarnopol as he really is . Just as the Zuckerman of "Courting Disaster" 

is imprisoned by ~is guilt and exile in Rome , so Tarnopol imprisons and 

exiles himself , tarnopol 's exile, however, is not ~is retreat to a 

writer's colony, but rather , t he psycholo&ical exile of t he solipsist. 

He is unable to deal with his own ' non- being", he must always be t he 

24 
Dickstein, New York Times Book Revie.w, June 2, 1974. 
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cynosure, and so , manipulates (1n centrifugal/centrlpetal fashion) his 

relationships. Tarnopo l cannot r id himself of Maureen, even i n death , 

simply because he does not want t o be rid of he r . No less t han Maureen, 

he thrives on the battle, feels the need t o be defined by he r , only to 

rail agai ns t her because, like Spielvogel, she hasn 't gotten i t right. 

Spielvogel ts attic le entitled "Creativit y: The Narcissism of the 

Artist," also arouses Tarnopol's passions. Despite t he professed anger 

a nd his charge that Spie lvoge l has breached psychoanalytic ethics by 

risking the identificat ion of Tarnopol, it becomes cl~ar that Tarnopol i s 

angr y because Spielvoge l has not been precise enough and has inst ead 

a ttempted t o ' 'disguise" his patient. Tarnopol cannot abide his life as 

fiction , un less he himself i s WTi ting (and rational izi ng) it. The irony 

is c l ear - Spielvogel 1-6 "fict ion" is nearer to reaUty t han Tarnopo l I s 

'' true story. ' ' Tarnopol's des ire to mani pu l ate Spielvoge l , whom he has 

established as a new super-ego ("Why did 1 st;,.y with Spielvogel ? Let 

us not fo rget his Mosaic prohibitions, •• "), 
25 

is clear l o t hat he fo r ces 

t he argument ove r Spi elvogel ' s ethics t o <""ntirwe "unabated through m)' 

26 
sessions for a week . " Only when Spielvogel suggests that they dis-

continue trea t ment , does Tarnopol ret reat : 

25 
Rot h, My Life As A Han t p . 261. 

26 
~-, p. 247. 



What kind of choice is that1 •• • 
I have been your patient for over 
tvo year s . l have an investment 
here - of effort, of time, of 
hope, of money, I don't consider 
myself recovered •••. 1127 

16 

Ia.rnopol wants bad ly t o beat Spielvogel into submission, but not a t 

the risk of his Olm "non-being,•• that is, not- at the risk of finding 

hir.~elf removed from Spielvogel's concerns. Even after retreating, 

Tarnopol quickly regroups and launches a new offensive. Unable to 

conquer Spielvogel on his own turf, Tarnopol tries another desperate 

and comic plot: 

"Maybe vhat it comes down t o is a problem of self-eltpression, 
maybe it's that the writing isn't very precise." 

"Oh, the writing is also a problem?" 

,.I don 'fslike to say it, but maybe writing isn't your strong 
point." 

Spielvogel, however, is unwilling t o permit Tarnopo l to squirm out 

from under: 

"But why should it matter so much to you1" 

' 'Why? Why? ••••• Because ••••• I am the subject of that writing! 
I am the one your imprecise language has mi s represented! ••••• 
You vere my friend , and I told you the truth. I told you every
thing. 

27 
Ibid. , p. 248. 

28 
~ •• p . 251 . 

-
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'' • • •• But this is your narciss ism again. Your sense t hat the 
whole world has nothing to l ook fo rward to but the la~~st 
information about the secret life of Peter Tarnopol. 11 

Spiel vogel s ays the magic word, and the duck comes down and gives Peter 

a s l ap in the face. "Narcissism" is t oo close, and forces Pete r to 

attempt to deflect it as an issue.. He , tarnopo l , sees psychoana lytic 

treatment as an opportunity for extended mono logue, a chance to entangle 

me. more individual in hls snare, and so doing, t o assur e himself of 

"being". .fu!l, on l y on h is own terms. 

Even as Tarnopol decides t o discontinue t reatment and exile him

se l f t o Vermont, he feels compelled to test his r e lationship with Spiel

vogel, to assure himself of his importance to Spielvogel, by sending 

copies of his t:wo Zuckerman stories t o t he psychiatrist . Spiel vogel's 

pr ofessional and de tached respons e. immediat e ly t r igge r s t arnopol's 

recriminations: 

This is the doct o r whose ministrations l have 
renounced? Even if the lette r is just a 
contrivance to woo me back onto his couch, 
what a lovely and clever contrivance •. The9ij 
was r idding myself of him wrong. too? .••• 

!he r eply is far too casual and uninvolved ta s uit Tarnopol. and he 

c ons i ders returni ng to Spie l vogel ' s couch, once again. t o reaffirm 

h is existence. The so lipsis t cannot t ole r ate the idea of being 

"phased-out." 

29 
~-. p . 252. 

30 
~-. p . 224 . 
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So, too, ve muat •••ume that Karen Oakea haa continued to exert 

a powerful attraction merely becauae ahe ha■ had the strength to 

eacape. 

Once again, aa in Portnoy•• Complaint, the conatrainin& effecta of 

f•ily upon the development of the individual are held under scruti ny 

by 110th. In thia novel, however, Jloth ' a techni~ue i• much 1110re aubtle, 

and conaequently, 110re aucceuful. The family is not a monolithic and 

devouring ogre, but rather, exerts its influence out of concern and 

(s1110ther) love. In Horria and Joan, we see two dimenaion■ of Tarnopol ' • 

character which continually var vith one another. Horris, aa "the 

public man (the univeralty, the U.N. c011111iaaions 1 political meeting• 

31 and organization• ever since high achool) and v•ry much the paterfamiliaa , " 

aerves as an extenalon of the "■trongly-felt ethical and altruistic 
32 

impulaea," while Joan repreaenta the pleasure-seeking side of Tarnopol '• 

character. Apparently, the var between id and superego continue long 

paat childhood for Tarnopol, for while Joan invites him to "Come, Weat, 

33 
young man:" to a life of pleasure at poolside, Morda invitee him to 

hia iecture at Boaton Univeraity on "Rationality, Planning, and Grati-
34 

fication Deferral. It 

31 
lll!!-, p. 188. 

3
~th, Portnoy's Complaint , p. l. 

33 
Roth, My Life As A Man. p. 115. 

'34 
.!:!1s-, pp. 118-9. 
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Tarnopol, in his obsession with Maureen, refuses (as Spielvogel 

observes) to deal with his childhood in clinical terms. Tarnopol's 

problem is not so much that ''he has 'fallen i n love with t hose com-
35 

plicated ficti ons of moral anguish' he keeps r eading about," but 

rather that he has been unable to divest himself of the lower middle 

class Jewish dreams that were showered upon him. "Peppy" has been 

doted upon (and still is) by an entire family. ~oan wooes him to the 

West, Morris pulls his head out of the toilet, and his parents call 

continually, sti 11 playing upon his ''Jewish Cui lt." The point is 

that Peppy still adores it . He is still victim of his parents' definition 

of manliness, and it is to this identity t hat he thinks he aspires, but 

because it is not truly internalized, one to vhich he cannot truly accede. 

Spie lvoge 1 , in his article, suggests t hat "His father was a harrassed 

ff 1 d b 1 h h ,.3b T man , ine ectua an su miss veto is mot er. . .. t o which arnopol 

reacts: 

35 

36 

37 

My father was harrassed, all r ight, but 
not by his wife - ••• He was harrassed by ••• 
his overpowering coaanitment t o t he idea o ! 
Family and t he religion he made of Doing A 
Man's Job . 

•• •• • Good Christ, Spielvogel, from whose 
example did l come associate virility wi th 
hard work an1

7
self-disc lpline, if not from 

my father's? 

Maddocks, "Make It New" , Time Magazine , June 10, 1974, p. 92. 

Roth , My Life As A ?-Ian, p. 241. 

fil:!., p . 241. 
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From whose , indeed? "Man liness , "humanness , " "Being a man ," are 

consis tent ly defined io negative terms. Thus , we understand . where 

Tarnopol does not, his inabili t y to free himself even in Maureen's 

death. Maureen was neither his muse, nor his dybbuk. Ris ambivalence 

about "manliness" stems directly from his childhood experience and his 

extended childhood vis- a- vis his family relationships. 

When Peter receives word in Atlantic City that Mc.ureen has been 

hospitalized , the dialogue is revealing: 

(Susan) "She's not your business any more, Peter. She is not 
your concern • •• • " 

"Look, if she dies, I'd better be there.' ' 

" I ought to be , that's all. " 

Peter is unable to explain, and reacts defensively when Susan accuses 

him of stupidity: "You keep trying to do the 'manly thing', and all 

you ever do ls act like a child." 

"Oh, do I?" 

He at t empts t o rationali ze hir. actions , although in real ity, he does not 

understand himself: 

Look, I am trying to get out of a 
trae. l stepped into it back when 
I was twenty-five, and now I'm 
thirty-three and I'm still in it -

It remains for Susan to de liver the obvious truth: "But the trap is you. 

Y 
, .,38 

ou re the trap .... 

38 

~-. pp. 290- 1 
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When Maureen finally does die, we a r e brought full circle. We 

learn, though Tarnopol still must figure it out, why he "ought to be" 

there. Peter calls his parents to tell them that Maureen i s dead, 

and little Peppy's life is once again t he subject for the family con

ference call, subject, the funeral: 

"The funeral - l tell you, I haven't had t ime to think through 
the funeral ••• " 

''Maybe he's not even going." My mother said to my father. 

"You 're not going? •••• You think that's a good idea, not going?" 

"Dad, l haven't thought it through yet. Okay? , •• " 

"Be smart, ••• listen to me. You go. Wear a dark suit, put in an 
appearance, and that' l 1 be that." 

"Let him decide," my mother told hi.m. 

But for once, Peter's father will have his say: 

" ••• You go to the funeral, Peter. That way nobody can ever call 
you pis her." 

Being a man means not being a pisher. It means lis tening to chose 

voices "out there." This is a working definition of manline.ss that 

'tarnopol mus t exorcise - he has been educated to care about what "they" 

say, even to thrive on Lt. His be ing is defined by others and although 

he protests: ''I think. they' 11 call me pisher either way , those disposed 

i.n that direction. '' It is apparent that he is unab l e to hold the fort 

against the inevitable assault: 



But they can never say you weren 1 t 
there. Listen Lo me, Peter, please• 
I've lived a life . Stop being out there 
on your own, please. You haven't lis• 
teaed t o anybody si~9e you were four-and• 
a- half years old •.• 

22 

Perhaps not, at lease not consciously, but if he l,as disobeyed, he 

has learned his lessons well. 

Roth leaves the question of redemption unanswered. Tarnopol' s 

self-imposed exile to a writer 's colony in Vermont is an ambiguous ending , 

but ultimately, a realistic one. Tarnopol vaguely realizes that the 

pieces must be put together without the voices t o which he so easily 

responds, but we are left wondering whethe r his art wilJ serve as a 

therapeutic device. Certainly the letter t o Spielvogel, his visit t o 

Susah ("1ho has "attempted" suicide), his inability to r id himself of 

Maureen and his communications with his s iblings all suggest that he 

may be unable to succeed, but Roth leaves the door open - there is 

always a chance. "On ne peut jamais se connaitre, mais seulement se 

raconter." In his search for self• kaowledge, his desire to become a 

man, perhaps 'ra rnopol may ac least be able co tell his "True Story." 

39 ..llig., pp. 32B- 9 . 



CHAPTER II 

PICTURES OF FlDELMAN 

23 

I 
Malamud's Pictures o f Fidelman, s ubt itled An Exhibition , ~ represents 

a departure for "Malamud from his c lassically conceived nove l of redemp-

tion through suffering (i.e . , The Assistant and The Fixer). Malamud, 

as his tit le wou ld suggest, is conscious of the fact that he is presenting 

"pictures" rather than a nove l which maint ains unbroken linear control 

of plot and character . In this regard, Philip Roth has observed t hat : 

In Pictures of Fidelman Malamud 
sets out to turn the t ables on 
himsel f and , gamely , to take a 
holiday fr2m h is own obsessive 
mythology. 

The t i t le suggests the intended ambiguity . The "pictures" a re "of 

Fidelman," suggesting t hat both Pidelman's art and l.,fe ar e on exhibition. 

This implication is carried further by t he protagoni s t's name, Art Fide l

man, for Art and humanity are count erposed throughout the novel. 

Alan W. Friedman has written of Ma lamucJ 'r. d,o1racte rs and world view: 

2 

The antihero is pr edicated as beaten 
from the first: he is e ither wil l 
less or too feeble t o tranalat e his 
will, his personality, into a viable 
pattern of action,, ,.Modern man is so 
very much smaller than his environ
ment that s uch a quest is f oredoomed 
t o lud icrous and dismal failure ; i ns tead , 
something like t he reve rse occurs . The 

Malamud, Pictures of fidelman: An Exhibi tic~ . New Yo~k , 1969. 

Roth , " Imagining J ews, " The New York Review of Books Vol. XXI , No. 15 , 
Oc t ober 3, 1974 , p. 26. 



world thrusts itself against him. 
eroding his physical and spiritual 
resources until. stripped and 
shivering. he is r educed to a Cartesian 
minimum: "I suffer, therefore 1 am." 

But Malamud's characteristic writings 
not only define t hemselves by force of 
existential anguish, they derive their 
special quality from the ancient Jewish 
teachings and spirit embodied i n the 
Torah ••• and the Talmud • • • The vision is 
dual - simultaneous Ly experiencing t :\e 
harsh realities of limited mortality and 
affirming an abiding faith (perhaps a little 
condescendingly) that God really l!_ in 
control of things 3and does indeed know 
what He is doing . 

24 

The theme of limited freedom - self-liberation only in imprison

ment - is a constant one for Malamud . Though most o f his work expresses 

such an existential view of man's condition, it is most explicitly 
!, 

stated in a recent s hort story, 11Talking Horse, " wherein Malamud deals 

with freedom as an ambiguity . The protagonist, Abramowi t z, as a 

talkin_g horse, is naturally unable t o accept his predicament of being : 

3 

All I know is I ' ve been her e for 
years and still don't understand 
the nature of my fate; in short 
If I'm Abramowitz , a horse; or a 
horse i ncluding Abramowi tz . 

Friedman• "The Hero as Schnook" . reprtnted in Bernard Malamud and 
the Critics, ed. Fie1d and Field , New York and London , 1970, p. 288. 

4 
Ma lamud, ''Talking Horse.", Rembr andt' s Hat . New York, 1974 , pp. 164-90. 
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The action cente r s on Abramowitz's repeated attempts to discover 

his t rue identity. His s truggle with his deaf- mute master. Goldberg , 

is both comic and intense, fo r Abramowitz is certain that Goldberg 

possesses the answers to his questions, but deliberately keeps bim 

imprisoned in order not t o lose his meal-ticket (they are a circus 

side-show act). Abramowitz's probing attempts at self- knowledge, his 

desire to resolve the paradox of his condition, are met with t hr eats 

and v iolence from Goldberg. frust rated, Abramowitz tries a new ploy; 

taking advantage of Goldberg's inability to hear he pleads with t he 

circus audience "requesting, urging, begging thei r assistance. ••
5 

Of 

course. the response is firs t one of tension, then laughter, as the 

audience int e rprets Abramowitz's desperation as a part of the act. 

f inally , i n a serio•comic struggle, Go ldberg unintentionally pulls 

6 
Abramowitz I s "horse 's head ar)d neck" t o reveal "a man ' s pa le head. " 

Malamud underscores hi s vision of the limi ted possibil i ty of human 

freedom when he tells us that Abr amowitz "cantered across a grassy 

7 
soft field into a dark wood, a free centaur" (11))' italics). This 

5 
IlJA,. p. 185. 

6 
..!!tl&, , p. 189. 

7 
1JU5! .• p. 190 . 
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paradox is the cond ition of humao1ty in Malamud ' s view. The " free 

centaur," t hat exquisit e oxymor on, brings us full circle. Freedom is 

always res tricted , never abs olute, liberation with bonds and bounds. 

fo r Malamud , what i s past is indeed prologue, and epilogue as we l l . 

It remains, however, for the character t o f1nd a means of affirming his 

i dentity within the set limits provided. 

Robert Alter deals with this idea, suggesting t hat Malamud takes 

Jewishness as a metaphor: 

8 

Imprisonment, like t he condition of 
being a Jew with which it is elsewhere 
identified, i s seen here as a general 
i mage for the moral life with all its 
imponderable obstacles to spontaneous 
self-fulfil lment: it is living in 
concern for t he s tate of one's soul, 
which means knowing with an awful 
lucidity how circumscribed t he wi l l is 
in its ability t o effect s i gnificant 
change , how recalcitrant and c:iwardly it 
can be, and shouldering the terrib le onus 
of responsibility for one's acts, 
especially as they are implicated in t he 
lives of other s. The prison, like the 
shlemiel who ls usually its chief inmate, 
is Malamud ' s way ? f sug~est ing chat to 
be fully a man is to accept the mos t 
painful limitations; those who escape 
these limitations achieve only an i llusory 
se lf-negating kind of freedom, for they 
become less t ha n responsible human being6 • ••• 
Malamud sees, moreover, in the collective 
Jewish experience of the past a mode l not 
only o f s uffering and confinement but 
also of a vecy limited yet precious 
possibility of t!iumph in de feat, f reedom 
in imprisonment. 

Alter , ' 'Jewishnes s as Metaphor" reprinted in Fie.lo and Field, pp. 34-5. 
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It is v i t h this under standing of Malamud's Wel tans chauung as a 

backdrop that we turn t o Pictures of Fide lman. Sheldon N. Grebstein 

has suggested that ''t he novel may be viewed as a kind o f comic 

Bildungsroman , int ermixed wi th the Int ernat ional Theme and structured 

9 
as a pi caresque s t or y cycle. " I t is possible, however , that t he 

novel is a nove l of degradation, a reve r s e Bildungsroman1 as it were. 

The protagonist, Arthur Fidelman, is introduced as "a self-coofe:.sed 

failure as a painter • .,lO Ruth Wisse. sees Fidelman as an "unredeemed 
11 

schlemiel," a "poor s tumblebu:m whose failures r emain unmitigated," 

and Malamud has been c~iticized by many criti cs who find the ending 

i 
. 12 unconv ncLng . It is sugges ted, however, that Fide lman , in his 

mythic ques t for self- realiution, is consistent with such anti- heroes 

as Yakov- Bok (of The Fixer) and Frank Alpine (of The Assistant). It 

is r a t her Malamud ' s self- cons~ious technical treatment of the novel, 

his ''neo-Joyce an, comitragic, s ur-rea listic , stream- o f-consciousness, 

visionary111 3 voice. which tends to present his world• view in ambiguous 

fashion, It i6 clear, however, that Malamud's self-par ody (in Pictures 

of Fide lman) of his earlier wbrks supporcs rather than detracts f rom 

9 
Gre.bste in, "Beniard Malamud and t he Jewish Movement". reprinted in 

Contemporary American Jewish Lit erat ur e: Critical Essays, Ed , Irving Malin , 
Bloomingt on, 1973, p. 195. 

10 
Ma lamud, Pictures of Fidelman, p . 11. 

ll 
Wisse, The Sch l emiel as Modern Hero, Chicago and London, 1971, 

p. 120. 

12 Cf., for exampl e Sandy Cohen Bernard Ma l amud a.rrl the Trial by Love 
Rodop: 

13 

N.V. Amst e rdam 1974 p . 10~. 

Grebstein, _op , Cit. , p . 209. 
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his central theme. It ls not that Fide lman is "unredeemed," but 

rather that Malamud ' s vision o f redemption is limited here. The 

ambiguity , as in "Talking Hor se," is in tended, Freedom i s s t i 11 to 

be found only within the imprisoned self. Thus, to be redeemed, 

Fidelman need not reach reve latory height s, but merely begin to under

stand the fundamental limitations and responsibilities that are part 

and parce 1 o f t he human condition. While Roth i s correct in pointing 

to a tone o f self-conscious i rony, Malamud's mythological super structure 

sti l l remains unaltered. 

The first picture in the gallery, ent itled ' 1Last Mohican" 

is the i ntroduction t o Fidelman's pursuit of self. The Jamesian par ody 

Ls apparent - Fidelman exiles himself to Italy " t o prepa re a critical 

14 study of Giotto," and it is ill"IDediate ly brought t o our attention that 

Fidelman's image of h i mse lf is decidedly f a lse. "Fidelman expe r ienced 

the sensat ion of suddenly seeing himself as he was, to the pinpoint , 

l5 
out s ide and in, not without bittersweet pleasure." Fi de lman has 

de l uded himself in t he belief tha t his br iefcase, manusc r ipt and "mustache 

o f recent vintase" have provided him with an identity as an art critic. 

His delusions are s hattered by his confrontation with Shimon Susskind. 

an Ahasueras and true luftrnensch, ~ho ultimately init i ates him into the 

har sh realities of l ife. Susskind serves as a comlc foi l , a moral guide , 

t hrough whose actions Fidelman is stripped of the f irst l ayer of his false 

ideot it 
14 

Malan,ud, Pictures of Fi delman. p. ll. 

15 
.!.!?i!! • 1 P • 12 • 
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In Fidelman's attempts to rid h imself of his unwar.ted presence . 

Malamud introduces two primary themes which underlie the novel : freedom 

and responsibility. Fidelman, unwilling to give Susskind his se,ond 

s,uit, attempts to escape from his shadow's request by suggesting that 

he turn to a Jewish organization. The following dialogue ensues : 

"The Jewish organi~at ions wish to give me what they wish , not what 

I ""i..sh , " Susskind replied bitterly. 

"The only thing they offer me is a ticket back t o Israel." 

"Why don't you take it?" 

"I told you al read, here I feel free." 

''Freedom is a relative term." 

"Don't tell me about h·eedom. 1116 

Later , when Susskind retur ns to confront him again, Fldelman is 

f orced to deal ~1th the concept of responsibility: 

"l° s till think going back would be the best th i n& for you. 11 

''No," cried Susskind angrily. 

lf that's your decision, freely made t hen why pick on me1 Am 1 
r esponsible for vou, then, Sus s kind? i 

' 'Who else?" Susski'ld l oudly teplied, 

11 
•• • Why should I be?" 

"You know what responsibility means?" 

"I th ink so." 

''Then you are responsible . Because you are a man. Because you are 
a Jew, aren't you?" 
16 

I b id . , p. 16 . 
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"Yes, goddam it, buc • .• l refuse the obligation. I am a singl, 
individual and can't take on everybody's personal burden .••• " 7 

This, then, is what Fidelman the student must learn , and though Fidelman 

turns down Susskind's offer to serve as a guide t o the sights of Rome, 

Susskind imposes himself upon Fidelman as a moral guide to the facts 

of life and art. Fidelman has been enraptured by the beauty of Rome 

18 
"by walking around in all this history.'' Only after Susskind steals 

his manuscript on Giotto - in his pursuit of the refugee - is Fidelman 

finally forced to experience the darker and mor e inrnediate historical 

past. Fidelman's pursuit takes him into the Jewish ghPtto where he 

must meet "the present day poor" and smell the stench of urine, and 

on to the Jewish cemetery where the spectre of the holoca~st is recalled 

by the words on a marble slab: 

My beloved father/Betrayed by the damned Fascists / 
Murdered at Auschwit2 be,>' the barbarous Nazi~/ 
0 crimi ne Orribile. 1 

F i delman has begun his descent into se tf, and drea111s o f "Vi r gilio Suss

kind," but has yet to integrate t he fragmentPd pi.,re s that occur in his 

(wakin g and sleeping) dreams. 

As the chapter ends, it is c lear the Fidel.man has just begun his 

journey . Al though he finds Susski nd, he is unable t o ~ntice him (with 

t 7 
~., pp . 22- 3. 

l8 
Ibid., p. 1 8 . 

l ? 
l!u,g •• 

pp . 34- 1 . 
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a reward) to return the manuscript , He follows Susskind and searches 

h ls squalid room - t o no avail. Finall)', he visits Susskind, suit in 

hand, and, depositing i t upon Susskind's table , l eaves the room. His 

"selfless" plot almost produces t he desir ed resu l t . Susskind r uns 

after him and de livers t he pigskin br iefcase, Fidel man , upon learning 

that Susskind has burnt the manuscript, pursues the refugee, I n t hat 

mo:::ent, he begins t o serve his moral apprenticeship: 

Fidelman • • • moved by all he had lear ned, 
had a triumphant insight , 
"Susskind come back," he s houted, half 
sobbing. !'The suit is yours . All is 
forgiven. " 20 

Although Fidelman demonstrates that he has faT t o go , Susskind has at 

l e ast served to dis abuse him of the idea that he has an ide nt ity as a 

c ritic . The portrait l eaves Fidelman with one suit of false armor 

removed , wi t h an understanding that he s ti ll has rnuch t o learn about 

art, life and himself. 

The following three chapt e rs , ''Still Life," "Naked Nude" and "A 

Pimp ' s Revenge" emerge as a vision of Fidelman ' s baptism i n t he. world of 

experience , Al t hough he appears to have ret r ogressed, once agai n putting 

on the c loak of t he painter , he does begin to deal directly with t he 

shadowy charac t e r s that peop le the underside of Malamud's wor ld. Much 

20 
llli• I P• f.ll. 
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21 
has been made o f t he "series of job- like humiliations and failu res" 

t hat Fide l man experiences, but to draw t his allusion seems i nappropriate, 

Unlike Job , Fidelman is har dly the innocent vic ti.m of a whimsical test . 

Rather , he is reminiscent , in th i s three chapter section. of the Amer ican 

Adam who was conceived as a figure separated ''from his tory and ics habits • • . 

an individual emancipat ed from history, happily bereft of ancestry, 

22 
untouched and undefiled by the usual inheritances of family and race. " 

Of couree, Malamud mer ely plays upon this myth, Fidelman can hard ly be a 

t rue innocent abroad, but until he confronts and comes to gr i ps wi th the 

past he has discarded, he is doomed to travel laterally, without progres

sion. 

fidelman , in "Still Life," is depicted in schlemie l- like servitude 

to his pittrice, Anna Maria Oliovino, Enraptured, Fidelman att empts to 

win this object of his unreq,d t ed love by taking her to lunch and dinner, 

over paying his rent and per forming household chores, but in return, he 

receives only scorn and derision . Masochi s t i cal l y, Fidelman returns fo r 

mor e. Returning moment arily to the bus i ness of art , he det ermines to 

paint her as "Virgin with child , •• holding " i.n her arms t he infant resembling 
23 

his little ne phew, Georgie." 

21 
Fleischer, "Fide lman ' s Fo llies'' , Congress Bi Weekly, May 26, l969 , 

p , 21. 

22 
Lewis , The American Adam, Chicago a nd London, 1967, p. 5 . 

23 
Malamud , p. 55 . 
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In a delightfully comic •ceoe, Annamaria sees the painting and 
24 

rushes into Fidelman's arms, sobbing, "You have seen my soul." 

Fidelman manages thus to lure her into t he bedroom, only to fail as 

a lover: "Although he mightily willed resurrection, his wilted flower 

bit the dust." Once again, Fi.delman is relegated to the role of s table 

boy. Re learns how to grovel, but his romantic i dea of love from afar 

is mercifully shat tered when Annamaria discovers hiru in a priest's 
25 

vestments painting "Portrait of che Artist as Priest." Bt!gging 

absolution for her sins, Annamaria demands penance. Fidelman, learning 

that the ways of the Lord are strange indeed, manages to improve upon 

the formulaic Pater Nos ters and Ave Marias: "She. clasped his but t ocks, 
26 

he cupped hers. Pumping slowly he nailed her to her cross .'' ni r 

hero has begun to trade innocence for experience. 

In "Naked Nude, " Fidelman appears in still more degraded circum

stances as the captive. of t hieves who demand that he copy Tiziano's 

"Venus of Urbino" in order t hat they might steal the original. Fidelman, 

after grea: e ffo rt, l s able to paint a copy, but he falls ~rey t o 

narcissistic appreciation of his vork. In a feat o f duplici ty Fidelman 

24 ~-. p. S6 . 

25 
.!Pl.!!·. p. &5 • 

26 

.!Pl.!!. ' p. 67 . 
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persuades Scarpio that his painting is the original . He escapes wi t h 

his reproduction, Leaving the thieves in his wake. 

We see that Fidelman has traded his priest 1 s vestments, but only 

to retur n to his delusion chat he is an artist. For whether the ol,ject 

of hi s affections is a flesh and blood f ake or the reproduction of a 

painting, Fidelman has yet t o relate to either art or life on more than 

a superficial level, 

"StUl Life" suggests a stasis, a lack of movement that is descrip

tive of Fidelman's life at that point. In "Naked Nude11 we see t hat the 

s t asis ls car~ied over into Fidel.man's art as ~ell, for Fidelman responds 

t o nothing more than a "st i.11" of life, this naked nude, which is merely 

symbolic of the surface of self that he has not penetrated, 

Malamud hints at a progression that Fidelman must further pursue if 

he is to come to tenns with self. Throughout the novel, there are t wo 

lifelines to humanity. O.,e is Sussklnd, the other, his sister, Bessi e. 

In "Still Li fe" Fidelman is conscious of Bessie only in that she sends 

him money and packai;tes . In "Naked Nude," Bessie appears as t he subject 

of an erotic remi niscence from his adolescence. As symbol of the pa.st

with wh i ch he must reunite himself , Bessie ie central to Fldclman's 

redemption. The journey int o the past has just bP.gun, on a symbolic 

level, it is important that Bessie appears to Fide lman as a naked nude, 

fo r it signal s an i ronic regression t o childhood in order t hat Fidelman 

might begin to discover life as it really i s . 
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11A Pimp I s Revenge'' finds Fide lman further ensnared in the myth of 

the artist, t he false notion that art may be created exclusive of 

life. Nevertheless, even as he descends, he begins also to climb toward 

self-discovery. In this chapter, Fidelman begins a sincere struggle 

with art and life, struggling far more self- consciously t o deal with 

the images of his ovn past. 

Fidelman continues to struggle with a creative object that has 

e luded h im for five years. He seeks to paint a picture o f Mother and 

Son from a photograph taken of him and his mother. In choosing this 

theme, he is s ti ll preoccupied with form, with creating a classic 

" copy, " h i s s truggle is with the past that he denies, for Bessie, not 

his 1110ther, is the true maternal figu re in his life . And thue he is 

unable to succeed. For he has not resolved a major question, "How do 
'2,7 

you paint a Kaddish?" But his s truggle br ings him nearer and nearer 

to self- knowledge: 'The truth is I am afra i d to paint, like l might 

28 find out something a bout myself." 

Unrealiz.ed as an artist , Fide lman is a l so unrealized as a man, 

though h~re, t oo , he pr o~resses, His relationship wi t h Esmeralda is a 

ho peful sign that he may begin t o face life , although as usual, he 

mus t be educat ed. The i rony is that, alt hough fldelman believes that 

he has "experienced" and is prepared t o teach, Esmera lda ' s ls Lhe voice 

of wisdom: 

27 
~-. p . to7. 

28 
.!ill• , p, 10 9 . 
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''ln this picture you' re painting of me, what's t he mystery? " 

"The mystery is you've been captured, yet there's more - you've 
become art." 

"You mean it's not me any more? " 

"It never was. Art isn't life." 

"Then the hell vi th it. If I have my choice I'll take life. I f 
there's not that there's no art," 

'IWithout art there ' s no life to speak cf, at least for me. If I'm 
not an a r tist, then I'm nothing." 

"My God, aren't you a man?'' 

"Not really, without a r t." 

''Personally, I think you have a lot to learn. '' 
29 

"I'm learning," F sighed. 

Fidelrnan i s decidedly not an artist, but despite his statement, he is 

potentially more than "nothing," for he J:! "learning . " His involvement 

with life, however , frustrates his "art. " 

Esmeralda does Fidelman the !avor o f burning t he snapshot which 

has blocked him for the past five years . Though f u rious at f irst, 

Fidelman is forc ed to deal with the r ealities t hat pertain co hi s only 

near-human relationship, to create art out of life. He paints "Prostitute 

and Procurer," ''my most honest piece of wo r k. Esmeralda was t he now t he 

d · " ld .,JO nineteen-year-o l pr osti tu te - and he , • .. a •ifteen- year-o pr ocu r e r. 

29 

1!?..!!!, I P, 116 , 

30 
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But Fidelman cannot abide his own success. The serpentine Ludovico 

persuades him with a subtle suggest ion that "the picture was dark and 

31 
could s tand a touch a light." In hi s temptation t o "perfect the wor k." 

to make it ''salable, " Fide lman destroys it, and so doing, falls from 

Eden. In a comic denouement , Fidelman sei zes t he knife that Esme.ralda 

32 intends t o use on him , and plunges "the bl ade i nto his own gut. " It is 

apparent that Fidelmao has plunged the knife into his canvas image, 

Having c r eated and destroyed art that " lives," Fi delman attacks "Art ," 

the artist. This scene represents , metaphorically, the death of 

innocence , for when fidelman reappears in "Pictures of the Art ist, " 

he has indeed fallen to t he depths of l i fe, 

The t heme of death and resurrection is dominant in thi s surrealistic 

chapte r which parodies Joyce , Eliot, Plato and the New Testament. Malamud 

plays on the. unde rwater i :::iagery of Eliot in Prufr ock to reveal a canva s 
33 

of "Fide lman pissing in muddy wate rs discovers t.iater over his head, " 

The progr ession of the chapter is a comic descent f r Offl purgatory t o he l l 

and t owards resu r rect i on. Fidelman's mode of art is t ic expression has 

b,een reduced to the digging "of spontaneously placed holes, each a per-
34 

feet square. " Ruth Wisse points out that "the holes are graves, the death 
35 

o f express i on. " 

31
Ibid., p . 132 . 

32 

Ibid., p. 137 . 
33 

Ibio., p. 138 . 

34 

.Thi!! . ' p. 140 
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as Mode rn Kero, 11, . Wi bse, The Schlemiel p. 
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Ms. Wlsse further explai ns that Malamud's ter.hnique serves to 

underscore Fidelman's complete disintegration: 

• •• by this point the lines between 
realism and symbolism have disappeared, 
as in the mind of one who can no longer 
accurately distinguish between fac t and 
fancy .36 

Fidelman demonstrates that he has not yet redeemed himself, that he 

is still lost in the pseudo- sophistries of art which obscure h is vision 

of life. In response to a desperate plea from a young man that he 

return the price of acinlission to his "exhibition" in order that the 

young man might buy bread fot" his starving children, Fide lman offers 

· nstead a nonsensical discourse on the meaning of his art . Fidelman 

1.s given a second chance to respond on a human level by returning t he 

ten lire, but insteaii, ' 'Tough titty if you can ' t comprehend Art," 
37 

fide.lman ls said t o have re plied. "Fuck o ff now. " He re, Fidelman , 

the faithful man, attempts to rid himself o f hi s alter ego , "arc." 

The punctuation he re i s s ymbolic o f Fldelman 's s pli t pe rsonality . 

The youth reappear s as a s trange r whose "ne t he r limbs, c lothed ln 

38 
coarse black s t ockings, were short and bowed." Malamud pemits Fidel• 

man firs t t o revea l h i s deficiency, a preoccupation with form rather 

than conte nt, before coming t o a f u tl understanding t hat he is facing 

36 
I bid . , p . 116 . 

37 
Malam11d , Pict ures, p . 145 . 

38 
Ibid ., p. 145 . 
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his Mephistopheles. In a beautifully executed double enteodre, Malamud 

has Fide Lman maintain that : "Form may be and often is the content of 
39 

Art.'1 ~ Pidelman's myopia with regard t o both himself and his art, 

revolves around his celebration of form over content. 

Self uaderstanding still comes slowly to Fidelman. Realizing that 

the stranger is indeed the devil , Fidelman cries out "Quid ego feci?" 

(What did I do?) The stranger replies tersely. "This I will tell you. 

You have not yet learned what is t he difference betw0 en something and 
40 

n olhing, " and with a blow t o the head, sends Fidelman into his 

hole. The comic death scene is resolved with an ethical (and aesthetic) 

moral: "So it's a srave, the stranger ls said to have mu ttered. So now 

41 
we got form but we also got content. " Fidel.man's comic descent is 

complete . The remainder of che chapter deals with the theme of resurrec-

tioo . 

In a New Testament parody. Ma lamud has Susskind reappear (ao the 

l.2 
figur e in a mosaic), "preaching then~ gospel." 

--3 

••• Tell the truth. Don't cheat . l! 
i t ' s easy don't mean it' s good.,. 
Be nice, don't fight ••• Love , mercy , , 3 
charity. It's not so easy believe me . 

.1.2.ig . , p . 14 7. 

40 
Ibid . , p . 148 . 

41 
I bid . , p . 148 . 

42 
Wisse. p. 116 . 

43 
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Redemption entails giving up art, Once again, Susskind functions as 

moral guide. ridelman ' s first impulse is to paint his '1master", He 
44 

is, however, reminded "No graven images . " Susskind predicts that 

he will be betrayed IUld counsels Fidelman to "give up your paints and 
45 

your brushes and follow me where I go. " Fide lman, as Judas, retains 

one brush, and with it, his dreams of illl'IIOrtality through art: "If I 

could do a portrait of him •• • I will be remenbered forever in human 
46 

history." Fidelman still must learn that an assumed i dentity betrays 

both Suss kind and himself. With his "heavy hand • . • filled with thirty-

nine pieces of silver," Fidel.man "runneth out to buy paints, brushes, 
47 

canvas . Susskind is crucified, and Fidelman still ''watcheth from 
48 

behind a mask," his repentance incomplete, Fide lmao is reduced t o 

mad gyration and his thoughts reflect the powerful strugg le that goes 

o n in hi~ psyche , In the mids t of incoherent images and ramblings, 

Fidelman give s voice to the primal scream: "veyizmirveyizmirvey.izmir, ••• " 

indicating that despite the betrayal, he is unable to choose so easily 

b l . and art. 49 etween mora 1tv 

44 
.ilia.£" p , 150, 

45 
lli.2. 

46 
Ibid., p. 15 l. 

47 
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48 
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The s cene shifts rapidly to a new picture of Fidelman masquerading 

as Plato, in a cave, still dealing with the problematic of perfection 

of form. The moral possibilities once again increase, howe'7er, for 

so 
Fidel.man is plagued by visions of Bessie ''ill and possibly dying." 

Although Fidelman att empts once again t o lose himself i n his work, he 

is t r oubled by "a presence, i11111enent or otherwise, " represented by a 

lightbulb which hangs i.n t he cave. Wisse suggests that: 

Susskind reappears in the cave of shadows 
as the source of light ••• The bulk is the 
Hebraic light giving out its mor al messagt 
t o the Hellenized paint er , telling him to 
go upstairs to "say hello to your sist~f 
Bessie who hasn't seen you in years. 

It is also possib l e t o inte rpret t his passage as Fidel man's battle with 

"art." Fidelman, as Susskind, as a talking light bu l b, attempts again 

to assert himse l f against art, the "artist . " Fidelman is still absorbed 

in the desire for immortality through art ("Leaving my mar k ••• For the 

52 
ages to see,"). but as the bulb (Susski.nd) encou rages h i m to assume 

human and mor al retoporuiibf!ity, Fidelmao finally comes to gr ips with the 

source of his conflict: "The truth is I hate the past. I t caught me 

53 unaware." Fidelman tries again to deny his responsibility for humanity 

50 
Malamud, fl • 157 . 

51 
Wisse , p . 116 . 

52 
Ma la1:1ud, p . 158. 

33 
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as he ar gues with the light bu l b: "It' s no faul t of mine If people die. 

The r e ' s no thing r can do about it . " The light, however , refuses t o 

allow him t o escape the rea l issue: ''Nobody is t alking about fau lt or 

not fau lt. 
5l. 

All we are talking about is to go ups tails." All t hat 

is demanded is a simple affirming act of love. 

The light bulb, stripping Fi de lman of hi s armory of defenses, 

warns him to avoid the sin of pride: 

Don't be so proud my friend • • .• Remember what happened t o the 
Greeks. 

Praxiteles? •••• Phidias •• • • Who have you got in mind? 

No, t he one that ha5;ore out his eyes , Watch out for hubris . 
It 's poison ivy •• • 

This theme, though treated with humorous and surrealistic detail, is a 

constant for Malamud. Moral progress involves divestitu r e of hubr is. 56 

At long last , Fidelman, s tripped to his "leafy loincloth," begins 

h is ascent, his return t o life. This fal len Adam, having dealt with 

the world of experience, is finally prepared (though uncertainly) to 

t rade the false value of i nunortal i t y for a simple act of human concern. 

The multiple allusi.ons are c l ear as Fide lman r eque:; t.s of the bulb (Susskind): 

54 

_!lli. , p . 158 . 

55 
~- , p. 159. 
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Cf . "Talki ng Horse " , p . 184 , where Go l dberg warns: "Wat ch out for 

hu bris , Abramowi t z:. " 
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1Be my Virgil, which way t o up the stai rs?" 57 

The portrait of Bessie has changed considerably from the one chat 

appears in "Naked Nude ." Here, Bessie is t he dying sis t er, Fidelman has 

conjured a true-to-life image , a mature vi s i on, 

I t is in Susskind's response, t hough comic t hrough syntax, that 

Malamud provides the key to his view o f the moral universe . Malamud 's 

message is usual l y delivered in comi c t ashion, but there is no qutstion 

that its underlying tone i s serious: 58 

I will show you which way but I 
can't go with you . Up to a point 
but not further if you know what 
I mean. A bul b is a bu l b . Light 
t got but not feet. After all, t hi s 
i s the Universe, everyt hing is laws, 59 

fidelman has indeed wasted life and energy by " resist i ng t he rules , " 

but the Malamud ian cosmos provides r oom fo r moral r egenera t ion. Wiss e 

observes: 

57 
Malamud, p. 160 •. 

68 
Cf. "Tal lr.ing Horse, " p. 179, whe re Goldber g cells Abramowi tz: "The 

Law is the law, you can ' t change c;he o rder, That's the way t hings stay put 
together , We are mutual ly r elated, Abramowitz, and t hat ' s al l there is t o it. 
If it makes you fee l any better, I will admit t o you I can 't live without you 
and I won 't let you live without me., ,The true freedom. ,.is to under stand that 
you l ive with it s o lou don 't waste your ener gy res is t i ng t he rules; if s o 
you waste your l ife . 

59 
Malamud , p, 160 . 



The clos i ng line i.s "nat ur a, mort a. 
Still life," echo of a pr evious 
motif, count e rpo int of dead nature, 
s t i ll, life, 

Because he i s a human animel, t he 
artist dare oot deal in Platonic 
purities; there is someone dying i n 
t he room upstairs t o whom he is 
accountablP and whose imperfections 
he shares . 60 

Still , life, or life/death, it is i mpor tant to realize that Malamud's 

universe provides "two lives •• • t he life we learn with and t he life we 
61 

live with after chat. Suffering is what brings us coward harpiness . " 

While Wisse and others find the last chapter , ''Glass Blower of Venice," 

unconvincing, it should be understood that Malamud must ?rovide Fidelman 

a life "after that. " Though Fide lman has begun his metamorphosis , his 

~edempt ion must be confirmed. Only by pr oving that he is capable 0£ 

avoiding the same mistakes, may Fidelman pr ove t '1at he has truly learned 

to understand the r ules of the moral universe. Malamud's intention is 

that we understand, t hrough fidelman, t hat reclamation of oneself i s 

neve r a fait accompli . Temptation to return t o delusions of grandeur 

per sist, and Fidel.man must cont inue t o "wat ch out for hubri.s ." I n this 

final "pi cture ," Fidelme..n establishes relationship with t wo human beings, 

and it is through this contact, biz.arre as lt may be for him, that his 

60 
Wisse. p. 116 . 

6 1 
Malamud, The Natural , p. 126 . 
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return to the world is made complete. 

Fidelman's affair with Margherita signals the beginning of the 

process of regeneration. "tter matchstick s treet ••• led into Fondarnenta 

Nuove" (New Foundation). 62 Malamud intends no irony here. New foun

dations must be buil t to support a new life. I n bedding first Margherita 

and then her husband, Beppo, Fidelman finally learns the meaning of love. 

Beppo, homosexual and craftsman (a glassblower, no 1ess!), destroys 

Fidelman's ''bad art" and counsels him with wisdom " I f you can't invent 

art, invent life.·· 
63 

Fide lman lear11s Beppo • s craft, but as always, there are the familiar 

dangers . Beppo must varn him not t o treat glassblowin~ as he had treated 

art! "A fanatic never knows when to stop. It' s obvious you want t o 

repeat your fate." Fidelman, though hurt, apparently realizes that 

Beppo is right. Love and life supersede bad art. 

Having learned co Love, Fidelman reaffirms his progress in the 

area of human and moral relationships. Margherita begs him to " leave 

Beppo and go someplace else," for, 

62 

63 

64 

Beppo may be a homo but he's a 
good provider and not a bad father 
when there are no men friends a r ou0d 
to divert him from domest ic life. 64 

Malamua, p. 170 . 

I bid., p . 181. 

Ibid. , p. 185~ 



46 

Fidelman demonstrates that he has finally become " faithful man." By 

accepting his responsibility toward Margherita and her children, h~ 

accepts himself a ud his fate. His odyssey must be completed. prepared 

to deal with "the past," he returns home where, we are t o ld, " In America 

65 
he worked as a craftsman in glass and loved men and women." Though 

Malamud has been critic ized for the contrived and unconvincing tone of 

66 
the ending, it is suggested that the i r ony and ambiguity are inten-

tional, and that ve , just as Fidelman, must understand that even t he 

"new life" is still, life, and therefore that t he trials and dangers are 

ever-present. The condition of human existence is narrowly drawn, like 

the "free centaur" in °Talking Horse." 

to be tenuous and paradoxical . 

Fi de lman 1s ''freedom" is intended 

65 

66 

Ib 1.d. , p. L 90 • 

Cf. Wisse, p . 118 and Time Magazine, May 9 , 1969, p. 108 
"Goodbye, Old Paint." 



CHAPTER III 

HERZOG 

l 

47 

Saul Bellow's Henderson the Rain King has been dismissed by 

many of Be llow's critics as a work inferior to Bellow's other novels, 

Milton liindus r educes the novel to a parody of the "Hemingwayesque 

'he•man• school of Ameri can literature," and concludes that the book is 
2 

"artificial, cerebral and point less." Robert Alter• in a more insight• 

ful analysis , acknowledges that ''Henderson is a composite parody of all 

the memorable 20th century novels of personal or myLnic quest into 

dark regions," but probes the aut hor's ser ious intent which underlies 

the picaresque and comic parody: 

l 

2 

For the great novelists o f the recent 
past, whether moral pessimists or moral 
revolutionar i es , t he journey into dar k 
continents was l ogically implied by the 
failure of western civili zation . Their 
.fabulous voyager s discovered in the 
primal g loom of the jungle either how 
pitifully inadequate the civilizing 
process was to restrain man 's chaotic 
inst incts , o~ , ~ n the other hand, hw by 
turning to non•wester n , primitive sources 
of renewal they could escape the withering 
of heart and mind that Western cult ure 
had become. 

Bellow, Henderson the Rain Ki ng . 

Hindus, " 'Herzog ' : Exis t entialis t Jewish Hero11
, p. 12. Jewish 

Frontier, December, 1964. 



Bellow in contrast. has never taken 
this dramatic but dangerous stance of 
giving up on our civilization . 
Henderson does not want to die to his 
past, he does not seek a new self in 
t he jungles. Rather , he attempts• 
as truly civilized people have always 
done - to make rational sense of the 
self he has, to deciphe r the confused 
urgings of hi s hearts~ that he can 
put his life in order. 
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This theme , th~ progression of the indi vidual from chaos to 

order , is a key to the under s tandi ng of Bellow' s work. Bellow's complex 

view of the human condition is complement ed by an abiding faith in the 

potenti.al of the individual to s truggle towards psychic health, a 

p rocess that involves regeneration t hr ough self-affirmation, The 

achievement of t his state of soterios does not involve cataclysmic a ction, 

but rather, an inward odyssey, a rational ordering of mind and soul, 

The opening pa ragr aphs of Henderson set forth the condition of 

disorder which must be over come: 

3 

What made me take this t r ip to Africa? 
There is no quick expl anat ion, Things 
got worse and f 'O TS£ and worse and pretty 
s oon they were t oo cumplicated. 

When I t hink of my condition at the age 
of f ifty- five when l bought the ticket, 
all is grief. The facts begi n to crowd 
me and soon I get a pressure in the 
chest. A disorderly rush begins - my 
oarents, my wives, my girls, my children , 
my ferm, my animals, my habits , my money, 
my music lessons, my drunkenness, my 

Alter, ' 'The Stature of Saul Bellow", Midstream, December, l964, 
r. 10 . 



prejudices, my brutality, my teeth, my 
face, my soul! I have to cry, 'No, get 
back, curse you, let t!\e alone ! .1 But how 
can they let me alone? They belong to 
me. They are mine. And they pile into 
me from all sides. It turns into chaos. 
(my italics.) 
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While Bellow chooses a particu lar gen re, the mythic que.st in parody 

form, with Henderson in order to state his theme, i t is c lear that 

Renderson's triumph over his own inner voices , his refusal to succumb 

to t he forces which press upon him, indicates a mock- her oic vict ory. 

As Tony Tanner has observed: 

••• When the book reaches away from 
negation towards celebration; when 
we feel the fu ll force of Bellow's 
refusal to accept despair , t hen it 
takes hold o f us in a positive way 
beyond t he scope of mere parody ••• • 
Henderson is a ki nd of a fool, but 
persistent enough in his folly to 
reach the threshold of wisdom, and 
when he s trugg les t o gr asp and hold 
the notion of a new mobility attain• 
able by men, then, •••• comic ol' 
profound, we listen t o him; and lis
t ening we suddenly seem to glimpse 
what i5 mtght me~n t o burst t he spir tc ' s 
sleep. 

I n Herzog, alt hough the genre and protagonist are radically different 

f rom Henderson, we once again find Be llow deali ng wi th what he has called 

4 
Henderson , p. 7. I am indebted to Rabbi Rer bert Bronstein fo r t his 

insight. 

5 
Tanne r, Saul Bellow, Edinbur gh and London, 1965, pp. 85- 6. 
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6 

''the worst disease of mind, the corruption of consciousness. " Like 

Henderson, Herzog must pursue his ques t for o rder and fo r affinnation 

of self. He must struJ?gle to perceive. a moral uoiverse 1.'1.thin the 

chaotic labyrinth which appears to be an aspect of the human condition. 

The similarity between Henderson and Herzog ends abruptly: pQr ody 

(Henderson) gives way to an ironic treatment of rhe philosophical

psychological novel in Herzog. While both characters share a certain 

bravado, Henderson's swagger is physical, Herzog' s is intellec tual . 

llenderson is a parody of the All American Boy in middlt: age. Henog, 

though he appears in many guises - in tel lectual, romantic, victim , 

schlemiel, luftmensch, Jew, disinte~rated man , t o name a few - is a 

complex, multi-dimensional character. Ile is not an "everyman," but 

rather . a particular human bein~. 

l!erzop is first and foremost a cerebral character . ThouAht 

is both a symbol of sickness and a vehicle for health. Distracted and 

confused by his failures, the disorder of hi s life , he is seized by 

bo th a furor scribendi ~nd a furo r loguendi that has heen described by 

7 Harold Fisch as an "interior dialo~ue ." Pe rhaps interior machloket 

o r Talmudic-style argument would be an even mo re appropriate description 

6 
Bellow, "Culture Now", Intellectual Digest, $eptember, 1971. 

p. 80. 

7 
Fisch, "The. Hero os Jew: Reflection on Herzog", Judaism, Winter, 

1968, p. 49. 



Sl 

of the manner in whi ch Bellow has Herzoit r eveal himself: Herzo~ argues 

v ith two voices in an attemp t to come to an understanding of himself. 

Hjs obsessive desi re to make order of his world entraps him. He forces 

himsel f to pr obe every nuance, every word, and to att ack e\·ery thesis, 

whether they a r e a product of his own introspective self-analysis, or 

the reactions to the i deas of others. Herzog lives as a prisoner of 

his own int e llectual and psychological obsessions. His disorder is 

charac t erized by his abst ractions of life. He lives in a r ealm of 

"thought thinking thought" which he mus t escape in order t o r .!claim 

himself as a complet e human being. 

The chaos which confronts Herzog is two-dimens i onal. first, there 

1s t he chaos of his own particular l i fe; t he collapse of hi s second 

marriage, hi s uncontrolled agony and r age , directed against Madeleine 

and Valentine Ger sbach, his awar eness that he is professionally i mpotent, 

his various guilts and s e lf-recr iminations , and final l y , t hat symbol 

of personal chaos, "He rzoS,! ' s Folly,'' the house in Ludeyville: 

•.. he inspected the house as if for 
the fi rst time. It was unpai nted, 
~loomy , with rottin~ Victorian 
o rnaments. Nofhing on the ~round floo r 
but a huge hull like a shell crat e r. 
The plaster was coming do-~ - 1110ldy, 
thready , sickenin~ stuff hung from t he 
laths. The old fashioned knob- and-tube 
wiring was dangerous. Bricks were drop
ping from t he foundations. The windows 
leaked. 



••• T\.m coats of paint counted for 
nothing on old, opengrained wood. 
ln the bathroom the nails hadn't 
been set and their heads worked 
through the vinyl tiles, which came 
loose like playing cards, The gas 
radiator was suffocatin~. The tub ~as 
a relic, ••• At nigh t he heard the 
trick8e tha t ~as exhaustin~ the 
...,ell. 
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Sc:ond, there i s the chaos that appears as a ~eneral condi t ion of 

modern life . Herzog reflects upon this theme constantly, and relates 

it to his own per sonal disunity of t hought and action: 

The description might begin with his 
wild internal disorder, or even with 
the fact that he was quiverln~. And 
why? Because he let the entire world 
press upon him. for instance? Well, 
for instance, what it means to be a 
man. In a city. Tn a century . In 
transition . Tn a mass . Transfonned by 
science. Under or ~anized power. Subject 
to tremendous controls. In a condition 
caused by mechanization . After the late 
failure of radical hopes. ln a society 
that was no community and devalued the 
person. Ol.•inr to the multiplied power 
o f members which spent ll'il itary hillions 
a~ainst foreJgn enemies but would not pay 
for order at home. Which permi t ted 
savagery and ba rbarism in its own g reat 
cities. At the same time. the pressure of 
human millions who have discovered wha§ 
concerted effo rts and thoughts can do. 

6 
Bellow, Herzog, p. 150 . 

9 
lhid., pp. 247-6. 
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fhis final t hought, t he stru~gle for l'en ::eption of an underly jnr. 

order even amid~t Lhe chaotic drift of modern life controls and 

dominates much of Herzog's mental energy. 

In a series of ironic castigat ions of self, we learn that Herzog 

indeed desired to t e a 20t:h centurv ~1oses , leadinr a mixed mul t itu;!c 

n f !1umani ty to a promised land. Ry orderinr and revis ing human 

experience i n a ~eis terwerk of Intellectual and Cultural His t ory thac 

even he is aware he will never write, he hoped to ener gize a radical 

res t or a t ion of social behavio r: 

What he planned was a history which 
reallv took into account the r evolu
tions and mass convulsions of the 
twentieth century, accep t inJ? , "~1t h 
de Tocoueville, the universal and 
durable development of the equality of10 
conditions, the rroJ? ress o f democr acy . 

Herzog becomes incr easinrlv aware o f his ear lier follies . llis thoughts 

turn abruptlv f r om his visit with his son t o self-fflockery: 

10 

The mirror .. . reveal Pd t o lle rzo~ ho1o.• 
pale he was ••. lle rznr smi l ed a t thi s 
earl ier avatar of his li fo, a t llerzog 
the victim, Herzog the would- be lover , 
Her zog the man on whom the world 
depended fo r certain inte llectual ~o rk, 
to change historv, ro influence the 
development of civilization. Several 
boxes of s tale rarer under his hed in 
Philadel phi a were pain~ to pr~yuce 
this very si1nificant r esul t. 

!bid .• p . 13. 

11 
Ibid., p. 131. 
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Robert Alter, in attemptin~ to charact erize Hegzog, has pointed 

out that " the bi ts of Aigh Holiday Hturry he recall~ .• . catch up in 

themselves the underly ing attitudes with which Herzog takes his s t and 

on life. ••
12 

It mip.ht be added that the novel itself takes on the cast 

of the penitential period between Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur, that 

the interior rhythms of Rerzog' s thoughts and memories ...,ith their 

recurrent emphasis on life/death , chaos/order. j us tice/injustice, and 

self- accusations/pleas fo r mercy, form an important structural foun

dat ion of the novel: 

Late in the spring Berzo~ had been 
overcome by the need to explain , to 
~ave it out, to justify, to put in 
perspec1!ve, to clarify. to make 
amends. 

This process is further amplified by an ironic Al Chet! 

12 

Resuming his self-examination, he 
admitted that he had been a bad 
husband - t~ice • • • he was a loving 
but bad father ... he had been an 
un~rateful child. T~ hjs countrv, 
an indifferent citizen. To his· 
brothers and his sister, affectionate 
but remote. With his hi ends an 
eJ?otist . With love. lazy. With 
hri~htness, dull. With po""er, pas
sive. With his O\.rn soul, evasive. 14 

Alter, ' 'The Stature of Saul Bellow". Mids tream. 
1'· 14 . 

13 
Bello1.· , Herzog, p. e. 

14 
J!.:!i. , pp. ll-12, 

December, 1964. 
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And then. in a masterful s lroke which is characteristic of his sardonic 

wit , Bellow has Herzog "cl arify" and amend: 11But how charming \.le remain, 

15 
notwithstanding.. 11 This s tylisti c. technioue, the abrupt shift from 

the third person voice of the omnlscient narrator to the first person 

stream of consciousness, functions to demonst rate effectively the 

intellectual schism which Herzog must overcome. The thoughts that appear 

in the first person voice have not been incorporated as a part of Herzog's 

active identity . They r epr esen t the human need to rationalize and with

dra\.l from the introspective analysis of sel f . He rzog, the patient , 

·must withdraw from Herzog, the psychiatrist. Time is needed for him t o 

absorb the full imract of his revelations. He p rogresses slowly t o\.lard 

health, but realistically, attempts to avoid the immediate force of his 

own jnsights. ConseQuently , his progressive self-a\.lareness is not 

linear, but circular; it involves three sta~es: approach , avoidance and 

resolution. 

Rello\.l makes clear that the actual plot of the novel is Herzog' s 

painful resolu t ion of these inner confl Jcts. Kei t h Opdahl has demon

strated that t he s tories t old tn Herzog , the literal action of the novel 

;:ir e SilDJ'l le Jo and of themselves. He distiniuishes " the actual present 

of the nove l," the f our days that frame the time 1<pan of the novel's 

11ction, from the "pas t events whi ch he remembers as he travels," and 
. 16 

~s tal>lishes that both seouences form "a s traightforward s tory.'' 

15 
Ibid. , p. 12. 

lb 
Qpd3hl , The Novels of Saul Bellow: An Introduction, University 

Park, Pennsyl van ia and London, 1967, p . 140 . 
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Lonsequently , we see that the true distance which HerzOJ! travels is 

interior in that the events, past and pr esent, are revealed as theJ 

are interpreted by llerzoJ:!. 

Thus, we are provided with a double vision of Her zo~, filtered 

throu~h the screen of his imagination and recollection. Even the 

"actual present" is presented in n,edias res ; the past, whether immediate 

or dhtant, is offered in a series of flashbac ks within flashbacks, 

seeminily discontinuous, but ultimately related . The discontinuity, 

although a manifestation of Herzo~'s mental and emotional disorde r , 

functions descriptively t o reveal his attempts t o overcome his ambivalent 

attitudes t owa rd life. 

The catalyst which tri~ers Herzop's awareness of his disorientation 

is his re1ection by Madeleine accompanied by bits and shr eds of infor

mation conc~minp the details of her manipulation of hi~ and her adul

terous relationship w:t th his "friend," Valentine Gershacli. Herzog' s 

grief over Madeleine's summary di1rn1issal of him is rendered as 

'tnthetic as he bepins to realize the false basi s on which his marriaJ!e 

was formed. 

J!erzo~ had conceived of himself as the comic kniJ?ht errant on 

white charj?er, prepared to do ba t t le aJ!.a:inst the Catholic Church and 

Mons ignor Hilton for !-fadeleJne's soul. Even before llerzog reviews the 

story of the collapse of hJs marr1a~e (once a~ain in a series of fra~

ments which circle and circle, tryin~ to focus), he indicates that be 

has achieved a state of self-awareness in that he be~ins to apprehend 

va~uely that his marriare was a piece of theater. He be~ins to perceive 
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that he had cast himself (with Madeleine's help) in the role of a 

pathetic pawn, a character completelv dominated by the manipulative 

bitchery of his wife. As he reviews various scenes, he pauses, and 

as if with a shrui and a sigh, comically strugAles to overcome the 

hurt , to heal the wounds. Considerin~ Madeleine and Gersbach, 

Herzog r emarks to himself: "The paltriness of these sexual struggles.•· 17 

Recalling the scene wherein Madeleine gave him h~. final notice 

(" ... I never loved you. I never will love you. either,") , Herzog first 

reports his immediate reaction, " I do love you, Madeleine, ' 1 then 

wonders whet her a violent react ion would have been more effective, but 

dismisses this idea. Finally, after drifting i n rev~rie, he views 

himself ,:as if he were looking thr ou~h the front end of a telescope 

at a tiny clear image" and \l.'ryly observes "That s ufferin~ joker. 1118 

It is apparent once agaio that He r zog is attempting to assuage his 

p,enufoe pain. Although his new insights reveal truths about his 

former self, they also mask the depth of his genuine reactions . 

Madel eine's rejection of He rzoi , while an exqu1~ite piece of 

theater, is a real event "''ith which he must deal. Although he bei.r.ins 

to per ceive that his marria~e 1o.•as a sham and his fo\ ·,ijer life a delusion , 

Herzog is still in danger of merely replacin~ the old fantasy with a 

new one. His compulsive l et t e r -~ritinR i s an indication that he still 

attempts to replace life with illusion, and to live within another 

false '-'Orld which he has created. 

17 
Bellow , Op . Cit., p. 12. 

18 
.!E..!!!·, pp. 17-19. 
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A real event , the dissolution of his marria)?e, has forceci him 

to confr ont the realjty of his fomer self, and lt is a continued 

series of real even ts - not bis compulsive letter ~ritin~ and philo

soph i cal abst r a ctions ~hich direct him toward health. While Herzog's 

cerebral meanderin~s and unsent letters represent his own a ttempted 

j>sycholog;ica l application of the di c tum, "Physician, heal thyself," 

J. t i i Herz ... g • s experience as an observer in a cou.rtroom that moves, 

him to cease re.acting on a purely reflective level, Herzog sits through 

an i n fanticide trial, and after nearly retchin!l as a result of the 

Oppressive force of this contact with 1-'retched h 1m1anity , he is shocked 

into action. He associates the murde r of this anonymous child with the 

let ter he has received from Geraldine Portnoy concerning Madeleine, 

<~ersbach and June. The jolt of the trial unleashes the emotions which 

llerzog has formerly kept locked in thnur.ht, and he races to Chicago: 

New York could not bold hito now. 
He had to RO to Chicago to see 
his daughter, confront Madeleine and 
and Gersbach. The decis1on was 
not reached ; it simplv arriv~d. 19 

Herzoj?, visitin!l the home o f his step-mother , is reminded of a scene 

wherein his father threatened him ,dth a l?Un. He s tumbles upon this 

same iun, takes it, and rushes toward Madeleine's home with the thought 

of usinA the t"-10 bullets inside it on ~adeleine and Gersbach. Peer~ng 

through the window. however, he '-"a t ches C'!ersbach tenderly bathing June 

and realizes: 

19 
~-, p. 295 . 



There wer e two bul let s in the 
chamber . •• But they woul d stay 
there. Her zog cl ear ly r ecognized 
that . . • Firinf?. this pistol w~~ 

nothi n~ but a thought. 
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This realization functions as an epiphany of sorts, fo r i t releases 

Herzog from his romantic il l usi ons of love and ha t red: 

As soon as Herzog saw the • •• 
reality of it , the tenderness 
of such a bu ffoon t o a little 
ch i l d, his in t ended violence 
turned into t heat e r int o 
somethinf?. l udicrous. He was 
not ready to make s uch a complete 
fool of himself. Onl y self-hatred 
could l ead him to ruin himself 
because his heart was "broken.'' 
How could it be broken bv such a ,. 
pai r ! •• • His breat h came back to 
him; and how ~ood i t f e l t to 
breat he! I t was wort h the 
trip. 21 

Her zop. continues to probe himself, but this time on an entirely 

oew l evel. Af t e r visiting Phoebe Gersbach with the appa r ent thought 

of enl i s tinl?, her aid against Madeleine and Valentine in a plot to 

obt ain custody of June, Herzo~ further pierces his own armor of thought: 

20 
~-, p. 3L5. 

21 
Ibid., p . 316 . 



Herzo~ could not say what the 
significance of such generalities 
might be. Be was only vastly ex
cited - in a s t reamin~ stat e -
and intended mostly to restore order 
by t urning to his habit of thou~ht
f ulness. Blood has burst into his 
psyche, and for the time bein~ he was 
ei t her free or crazy. But then he 
realized that he did no t need to per
form elaborate abstract intellectual 
work - . • • But no t thinking is not 
necessarily fatal. Did I really 
bel ieve that I would die \Jhen think
in~ stopped? Now to fear su~2 a 
thing - that ' s really crazy. 
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He r zog continues t o s t ruggle to overcome his illusory self in a 

scene with his friend, Lucas Asphalter. Io an out bur~t of concern for 

Asphalter, i.•ho has accepted the counsel of Tina Zokol y, a "Reali t y

Instructor, " Herzog reveals one of his own basic problems: 

22 

The new attitude which makes life 
a trifle not worth anyone ' s anruj sh 
th reatens the heart of civilization . 
But it isn't a question of dread, 
or any such ~ords a t all .• • Still, 
what can thoughtful r ccpl e : nd humanists 
do but struggle toward sui tal:l e words? 
Take me, for instance. I've been 
writinR letters hel ter-skelter in all 
directions. More words. I go after 
reality with language . Perhaps t 'd 
li ke t o change it all into lan~~nAe, to 
force Made l eine and GerFbach t o have a 
Conscience. There's a word for you. I 
must be trying to keep ti ght the tensions 
\o•i thout which human being s can no lonre r 
be c~lled human . If they don't s uffer, 
t hev ve gotten away from me. And I 've 

1!?.!2. , p. .324. 



filled the wo rld 1,ri th letters to 
nrevent their escape •... ! conj ure 
up a whole environment and catch 
in the middle. T put my whole heart 
into these constructions. But thev 
are cons t1·uctions.23 · 
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It is clear that "to f!O after reality with lanr,uage" yields only 

' 'constructions". Herzop. clearly and preciselv aoalvses thE disease , 

but Bellow dtmonstrates ironically that his character has yet to take 

the cure. Ris a ttelTTJltS t o pull his friend to,.•ard life and away from 

the false pariahs ~ho peddle psycholoAical p l acebos of death and dread 

indicate Herzo~ ' s desire to participate in life, but underscore the 

fact that he is s till stru~glin~ to dos~: 

23 

24 

Rut let's stick to what matters. 
T reallv believe that br otherhood 
is wha t · makes a man human . lf l 
owe r.od a human life, this is where 
1 fall down. 'Man live th not bv 
Self alone but in his bro ther 's· 
face .••. ' When the preachers of 
dread tell vou that others only 
distract vou from metaphvsical 
freedom then you must turn avay 
from th~m . . l11c real and esse~tial 
Question is one of our cmpJovment bv 
other human beinrs and their employ
ment by us. ~ithout this true employ
ment you never dread death, you 
cul t ivate it. And consciousness ,.,}um 
it doesn't clearly understand what to 
live for, what to die for, can only 
abuse and ridicule itself . As you do 
with the help of Rocco and Tina Zokoly, 2, 
as J do by ~ritinr impertinent letters ••.. 

~-· pp . 332- 3. 

Ibid . , p . 333 . 



62 

This ve rbal act of commitment to brotherhood (to Asphalter) is a sign 

of Herzo~'s str ugr-le toward life. lt is also an ironic proof t hat 

the stru~~le has not been resolved. 

After his accident, humiliated by the policemen's discovery that 

he is still carrying a pistol, Herzo~ continues to shed the layers of 

his former self deceptions: 

When he had put on his jacket 
i n the morninr. and felt the 
awkward wei~ht on his chest (the 
gun), then and there he mi~ht ha" e 
stopped being quixotic. For he 
was not. a ouixote, "'as he? A . 
quixote imitated ~reat models. What 
models did he imitate? A ouixote 
was a Chr istian, and he, Moses E. 
Herzog, was no Chri.st1an. This was 
t he post- Quixotic post-Copernican 
U.S.A. , where a mind free l y poised 
in space might discover relationships 
utterly unsuspected by a sevent~enth 
century man sealed in his smaller 
universe. There lay his twentieth 
century advanta~e . 25 

[n this consideration of himself as t~~n tieth-century man, Herzog 

commits himself to his own time , he is no longer a confused romantic.. 

Sn anachronism mistakenly cast into the wron~ century. 

Thj s se r ies of epiphanies i s bounded l•v Herzog ' s ex-perience with 

Madeleine in the police station. As Madeleine comes into the s tation 

to reclaim June , HerzoR considers her and attempts to put tl1eir 

relationshi p into presen t perspective: 

25 
.1£!.!:! . , p. 349 . 



I came to do harm, T admit. 
But the first bloodshed was 
mine , and so I'm out of this 
now. Count me out. Except 
in what concerns June. But 
for the rest (i.e., Madeleine 
and Gersbach) , I withdraw 
from the whole scene as so2g 
as I can. Good-by to all. 
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For a moment Her zog comes perilously close to losing this perspective , 

for it is an abstraction, another self-deception . In this scene , however, 

his emotion saves him. for ~adeleine's vindictive attacks inspire a rage 

which forces him to move f rom thou~ht to action: 

?-1adeleine no...- spoke t o Herzof? for 
the first time, pointing with a 
r igid fio~er to the two bul lets 
and looking him in t he eyes. 
"One of those was for me, wasn't it! 

·'You think so? I wonder where you get 
such ideas? And who was the other one 
for?' He ~as ~ui te cool 1, he said 
this, his t one was level. 

This minor victory , a comic piece of retribution, si~als Herzog's 

recovery from M.:ideleine ' s spell, !i(>rzo~, by actini , has further f reed 

himself f r om the paralysis of pure t hought. His letters to the host of 

c;onfederates (ima~inary or real) who consni red a~afo:.t h1m - the Edvigs, 

the Himmelsteins , the Tennies, and o thers - are OO\o.' pul into perspective. 

26 
1!u,g. , p. 36S. 

27 
n!,,g. , p. 36 7 • 
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Herzog has no further need to deal with these ghosts. His letters, 

~hether emotional outpourings of g rief or rage, have served a func

tion, but it is only by means of this direct conf rontation that he 

is able to exorcise his demon , his own compulsive thought. His ob

session with a mental retribution becomes unnecessary in that he finds 

that he has beaten Madeleine at her own game. 

Herzog resolves to leave Chicago and pursue the narrow threa~ 

of self-reclamation that he has bepun. He has not schieved a complete 

llictory in bis pursuit of order, but it is clear that he is moving 

forward: 

The dream of man's heart, ho\.·ever 
much we may distrust and resent it. 
is that life may co1T1plete i t self 
in significant pattern. Some 
incomprehensible way . Refore death. 
Not irrationally but jocomprehensibly 
fulfilled. Spared by these clumsy 
police guardians, you ~et one l~§t 
chance to know j ustice. Truth. 

In a final letter to Edvig, Herzog dispenses l.'ith the accusatory 

tone he had previousl v emrloyed: 

28 

Dear Edvi~, ••• you gave me p.ood 
value for my money when vou 
explained that neuroses mi~ht 
be ~raded by the inabilitv t o 
tolerate ambi~uous situations ..•. 
Allo\.• me modestly to claim that 
I am much better now at ambiguities. 
1 think I can say, ho~ever, that 
I have been spared the chief ambiguity 
that afflicts intellectuals, and this 

Ibid. , p. 370. 



is that civilized individuals hate 
and resent the civilization that makes 
their lives possible. What t hey love 
is an ima~inary si tuation invented by 
their o\JTl ~enius and which they believe 
is the only29rue and the only human 
real i tv •••• 
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Herzog has begun t o cast some of the ghosts out of his life, but 

demonstrates that he does not fully understand the imaginary situat ion 

1.1hich h~ had conjured as his own personal " realitv . " 

The past events upon which Herzog reflects, particularly those 

that deal with childhood experiences and family relationships, also 

indicate a pro~ression from chaos to order. While Madeleine's rejec

tion of him serves as a casus belli fo r Herzo~'s internal ~ar , dle 

unfolding of his conceptualization of that relat ionship serves as a 

necessary corrective for the reader. As Herzog puts the pieces of his 

conjugal life into perspective, we are forced to r eturn to t he seeminglv 

di stracted and diffuse meanderi n~s of his mind. and to reco~nize that 

Herzog ' s divo r ce is only one manifestation of the disorder in his 

life. 

Herzo~ deals with two aspects of the pas t (which often seem to 

converge in his thou~hts); as a philosopher-histor i~n, he is concerned 

wi th t he broad currents of human development and prop.ress, as an 

individual, he must also deal with his own personal his.:ory. Herzog ' s 

letter s and memories serve to indicate the two caterories of human 

experience ~ith which he must deal. 

29 
I bid., p. 370. 



the newspapers , to people in 
public life, to friends and rela
tives and at last to the dead , 
his O~'ll obscure ~ead, and fina l ly 
the famous dead. 
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We learn, ho...,ever, t hat Herzog fails to perceive that his attempts to 

deal "'1 t h the images of the past are abstract and ineffective: 

At first there was no pattern 
t o the notes he made .... Tr epver t er 
retorts that came t oo late, when 
you wer e already on vour way down 
the stairs. 31 

It becomes cl ear, however, that Herzo~•s sote r ios , his return to a 

state of well-beinf., depends upon achievin~ an ability t o sort his 

thoughts and let t ers and to come t o ~rips with them. 

1'he random quality of Her-zoJt ' s thoughts is an indication of his 

reluctance to deal with life on other than an abstract level . Unable 

to deal with his personal past, he skips t o t he historical past ; unable 

t o write his book , t o deal 1-'ith the historical nast tn a unified 

manner , he j umps from letters to philosophers, stat esmen, colleagues , 

etc., to his own personal past. 

llerzo$!.' s memor.ies of 1':apol eon Street date back to his early 

childhccd ...,hen ''even at ftve he lo'Ould have known better'' than t o 
32 

t ell a st r anAer what his father did for a livine. Herzog experiences 

30 ~-. p. ] . 

31 
.filg . • p. 9. 

32 
,!ill . ' p. 33 . 
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the ambiguitv of existence f,o~ ear liest childhood; he understands 

that hi s fathe r , Jonah, ~as truly a stranger in a s tran~e l and, senses 

alienat ion from society, and recalls that: 

Tn 1913 he bourht a piece of 
land near Valleyfield, Quebec, 
and failed as a farmer. Then 
he came into tow-n and failed as 
a haker; fai l ed in the dr y-r,oods 
business ; failed as a jobber; 
failed as a sack manufacturer in 
the War, when no one else failed. 
ne failed as a junk dealer. Then 
he became a marriage broker and 
failed - t oo short -tempered and 
blunt . And no~ he was failing as 
a tootlerRer , on the run from the 
provincial Liouor Commiss!~n. 
Makin~ a bi t of a living. 

Nevertheless. Beno~ is flooded with wannth when he thinks back to 

his chil dhood: 

Napoleon St r eet . •• To this Moses ' hear t was 
attached with great power. Her e was a 
wider range of hu~an feelings than he 
had eve r a~ain been able to fin~ .• . ~'hat 
was \.•ronr ~ith 1fopoleon St r eet ? though t 
llerzog. All he eve r wanted was there.34 

~loses' s:uilt toward his parents, part jcularlv his fa t her, is a 

manifestation of his sense of incompleteness. He recall s a scene f rom 

his adult life "'herein hjs fa ther threatened him with a gun because of 

his irresponsitil tty, and wonders: 

33 
.!hl-.2 • , p • 1 7 l. 

34 
.llig_., pp. 174--5. 



Who knows ~hether t:oses shortened 
his (father's) life by the grief 
he ~ave him. Perhaps the stimulus of 
of an ger l engthened it . He could 
not die an9 leave this half-made 
Moses yet . 5 
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Herzor s ees his father as a moral force, demandin~ that he recognize 

his responsihilities. Herzog 's memories of his father inevitably trigger 

his Auilt over his sense of failure as a parent (it is clear that he 

sees his father as a succe ss in t his respect): 

Jt was painful to his ins tincts , 
his Jewish famil y feel inps, that 
his children wo~id be ~rowing 
up without him. 

The aftennath o f Herzog 's confrontation with Madeleine in the 

pol ice station Frovides him the opportunity t o begin to resolve his 

inner guil t with regard t o his family. HerzoA, lackinJ? the money to 

meet his bail, calls ltis hr ot her, l'ill. ln this scene of tender family 

concern, HerzoA attempts to reconudt hin,self verballv to the familv he 

has not se~n since t he ~ummet before. As Wi}l attempts t o understand 

what has happened to his brother , ~~ses as~ert s himself, 

35 

"I l·now what it is," llerzo~ said . 
'You're worried. " He had t o l ower 
his voice to control it. "I love 
,·ou t oo , \.1111 ~" 

''Yes , I Imo"'· that. 1137 

Ibid., p. 306 . 

36 
lli,5!. , 34. 

37 
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The importance of this scene is evident on a symbolic level as well, 

for Uerzo~ identi fies Will with his father: 

StandinR ~'i th folded arms he 
favored one heel. some~hat like 
father llerzog, and had a bit 
o f t he old man' s elegance but 
not his eccentricities .••. He's a 
~ood man, a verv ~ood man .... He 
has to be political, and deal, 
and wan~le .• and pay off and 
fi~ure tax a ngles . All that Para 
was inept itJ

8
but dreamed he was 

born to do. 

Herzop. , touched by Will's lovinz concern, turns im,•ard, his 

thoughts a supplication fo r self-realization: 

A lovinJ? brute - a subtle, spoiled, 
lovinr man. Who can make use of 
bim? he cravf's use . Where i s he 
needed? Show him t he wav to ma ke 
his sacrifice to truth, t o or de r , 
to peace. Oh, that mysterious c rea
ture t hat HerzoJ! ! awkwardlv taped, 
helped into h~ij wrinkled shi rt bv 
hrother Will. 

ller z.oi h~s not comple t ed the human connect ion, but he does r ealize 

that he ~ust live in an actual world. rather than in an imaAinary one. 

Herzo~'s philosophical thou~hts and let t e r s represent bo t h hts 

inability and his need to communicate, to o r der existence . Despite 

the distracted quality of this "interior clialogue, " HerzoJ!'s nobility 

38 Ibid . , p. 374. 

39 , 
~-, p • .,;s. 
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of thouiht is perceptible. He is unable to compose a rational system 

which would order the chaos of human ex.istence, but as he comes tc 

realize , this is an impossibility. What he offers instead is a 

series of "neitative attributes" in ·1o1hich he rejects the facile, formulaic 

or reductivist conceptions of historv, humanity and cos-mos . Uis random 

attacks thus fonn the framework whereby he js able to at least apprehend 

a moral order by reco~nizing that which it is not. Herzog' s imaginary 

attacks on the " Realitv- Instructors, '' the utopians, the dcom-sayers, 

the eY.istentialists, and other assorted false pariahs, reveal him as 

$ probin~ seeker of truth. 

Questioning Heidel,!ger ' s "second Fall of Man into the Quotidian 

or ordinarv, '' Herzo~ wrylv (and '-'ith a note of self-mockery) comments: 

No philosopher knows what the 
ordinary is, has not ffblen 
into it deeply enoul,!h. 

In reaction to a colleague's work , HerzoJ.! write s: 

1 think it mos t have started in 
that seminar ••. and the lon~ 
arguments we had ..• about the dee.av 
of the r eligious foundations of 
civilization. Are all t he tradi
tions used up, the beliefs done 
for, the consciousness of the masses 
not yet ready for the next develop
ment? ls this the full crisis of 
d1ssolution? P.as the filthv moment 
come ~hen moral feelini die~. conscience 

40 
Ibid ., p. 133 , 



disinteirates, and respect fo r 
liberty, law, public decenc~, all 
the rest, collapses in decadence, 
hlood? ••. But we mus tn't forget how 
ouickly the visions of ~enius become 
the canned goods of t he intellectuals. 
The canned sauerkraut of Spen~ler's 
"Prussian Social ism,•• the commonplac<>s 
of the Wasteland outlook, t:he cheap 
mental stimulants of Alienation , the 
can t and rant of pipsqueaks about 
Inauthenticity and forlornness. 

7L 

Rejectin~ nihilism, Herzo~ rambles; but in his rambling, he moves 

toward his intellectual and emotional ohjective: an a ffirmation of 

~nth the terror and the wonder of life. 

T can't accept this foolish dreariness . 
We are talking about the ,._,hole life of 
mankind. The subject is too P,reat, t oo 
deep for s uch weakness , cowardice - too 
deep, t oo gr eat Shapiro ..•. A merelv 
atsthetic critique of modern history! 
You a r e too intelli~ent for this. You 
inherited rich g1ood. Your father 
peddled apples. 

Herzof conti'lues the same ploddinJ? movement towards an expression 

o f the human condilion in a " Jetter" to lfarrts Pulver, fo r mer teacher 

and present editor of Atlantic Civili zation: 

41 

Li~ten , rulver, .•. a ~~rvelous idea fo r a 
much- needed essnv on the "inspired 
condj tion" ! ... The inspired condition 
is therefore no visionary natter. I t is 
not reserved for ~ods, }in~s, poets, 



pr ies t s, shr i nes, but belon~s to 
mankind and t o all of existence ..• 
And to belief based on r eason . ~ith-
out which the disorder of the world 
\.•ill never be cont rolled bv mere 
orranization. Ei senhower ' s report oo 
National Aims, if I had anythini: to 
do with i t, would have pondered the 
private and in~ar d existence of Americans 
fJrs t ?f a1;-•-Each t o chan~e his life. 
To chan~e ! 
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He rzor. ' s inability to communicate his ideas directly a ttes ts to his 

lack of direction, but even i n his "madness , " He rzog re t ains a. lucidity 

o f sorts - a desire for 1i fe and order ~•hi ch he mus t express. 

1n the f inal chapter, the various underly ing threads of He rzor. ' s 

Life converge . His return t o Ludevvi lle becomes symboli c of his inner 

change and his redemption, for it is at Ludeyville t hat Herzog co!lllllits 

hi mself t o ljfe in its compl exi t y rather than to a romantic abstraction. 

lle rzor's redemption involves a victory over himself, a decision act ivelv 

to purs ue o rder in his life. The house , purchased with his inheritance 

from Papa Herzog, has provi ded llerzoF with feelinrs of guHt towar d 

his father. The house, lHe tJ ::. ini1critance of twentv thousand dollars , 

svmbolizes for Her zop the visible remains of his fa ther's life. In his 

recommitment t o t ne restor:i tion of the house , He rzog dewonstrat es his 

ability to complete the "half-made man" his father knei..·. 

The process of redemption involves the affirmation of a new 

awareness of self. In a si111Ple s t a t ement , He rzo~ takes responsibili t y 

42 
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for his destiny by dealing with himself as a part of the present: 

But enough of that - here 
J am. Hineni: How mar;;slouslv 
beautiful it is today . 

The word Rineni indicates both a presentness and a preparedness for 

action. In a series of letters• HerzoS?, demonstrates a cor:trol over 

his situation , a new perception of self. To Mermelstein he ~-rites: 

We ' ve reached an age in the history 
of mankind when we can ask about 
certain persons, "What is t his 
ThinS!,?" No more of that for me -
no, no! 1 am !imply a human bein~, 
more or less. 4 

lie confirms his freedom frotn Madeleine with a note t o her and 

to Gersbach: 

43 

45 

Dear Madeleine - You are a terrific one, 
you are! BlC!ss you! What a creature~ 
And you, Ge rsbach , you're welcome to 
Madeleine. Enjoy he r - rejoice in her. 
You will not reach me throu~h he[s 
however . . . . r ai.: no lonr.e r there. 

J.!u.2. , p . 377 • 

..!21,g . , p . 387 . 
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In a letter to R n1.anov, he cri ticf zes the intellectual as a 

"Separatist , " and havin(? done so, appears to be possessed of a ne1o: 

ener~y: 

Luckily for me, I didn't have 
the means to ~et too far away 
from our cormion life. I am glad 
of that . T mean to share with 
other human beings as fa r as 
possible and not destroy mv remain
in(? years in the same way. llerzoR 
felt a4geep , dizz eagerness to 
hef!.in . 

fhe desire t o begin , to s tart anew, indicates that in addition to 

self-affirmation , Herzo~ wants to function as a soci~l being, to 

participate in societv, rather than to merelv view it as an observer . 

n,e two voi ces merge here, indicatin~ that He r zo~ has bej:!un to become 

whole. 

Herzo~'s r eclamation of himsel f is evident in a final letter 

which expresses the resolut ion of hi s past and an ability to live 

with the ambi~uit1es of life: 

t.f, 

To r-0d he jotted several lines. 
How my mind has struggled to make 
coherent i.ense ..•. 1'he )j re vou 
p.ave me ha!" \ •en r:urious •.. and perhaps 
the death I must i nherit will turn 
out to be even more profoundly curious .. . . 
But I am still on the same side of 
eternity as ever. It's iust as well, 
for I have certain thin~s still t o do . 
And 1-•ithout noise, I hope .... I want 
to send vou , and others• the most 

.!ill·, p. 392. 



loving wish I have in wy heart. 
This is the only way I have to 
reach out - out where it is 
incor.iprehensible. I can onZ? 
pray townrd it. So . . Peace ! 
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This final letter• Herzog' s prayer , is a paean to 11 fe. 1?i th this 

flourish , finh coronat opus; llerzog is prepared to confront life 

as an integral human being . The change is not cataclvsmic, for Herzog 

realizes that: 

My balance comes from in.stability. 
Not organization, or courage , as 
with other people. It's tough, but 
that's how it is . On these terms I, 
too, ev~~ I ! - apprehend certain 
thJngs. 

Herzoiz translates his revelatorv experiences tnto action, seeminp,ly 

'insitni fican t, but action which demonstrates his ability to cope "1ith 

life. Herzog reject s W:111' s s up.J?estion th Rt he take a 'supervised 

rest!: 

47 

48 

49 

... 1ust as I begin to be a l ittle 
rational vou want t o hand me over t o 
a psychiatrist ..•. Coin~ to the hospital 
would be fine . •. But it4~ould be j ust 
the wron~ t h1 ni:t to do. 

Ibid., pp. 396- 98. 
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Will, with pract i ca l concern for his brother , asks, "But what 

do you intend to do here now?" With his answer , Herzog proves that 

he has begum to be able to crea te t he order which his l ife has lacked: 

l may as well s tay on . I'm not 
far f rom Mar co ' s camp . Yes, 
t ha t 's it. If Daisy'll let me , 
1'11 b r in~ him here next month. 
What I ' ll do is this , ••• 1'11 have 
the li~hts and the phone turned on. 
Tuttle'll come up and mow the place , 
Maybe 1-ks. Tuttle will c lean up for 
me, That's what I'll do." He 
s tood up. " I ' 11 get the \.'ater 
running again, and buy some solid 
food. Come, Will~ give me a lift 
down to Tuttle ' s.~O 

This determina t ion t o finally, irrevocablv , t ake cont rol ever his 

des tiny represents a commitment to the fut :.:re. 13y making plans to 

brio~ Mar co to Ludeyville, Herzo~ proves himself prepared to accep t 

the responsibi)jties of bei n~ a father. He t akes his place as a 

link between past and future , acknowledgin!?, thereby , that humanity is 

dependent upon the individual. 

The novel ends with HerzoJ? 's begir-n in~. Ile has emerged from a 

~pirltual ~ilderness , and is able t o survey his unknown d~stiny with 

~ s ense of peace and serenity: 

50 
~-. p. 406- 7 . 



1 am pre tty ~ell satisfied t o be. 
to be ;ust as it is willed 1 and 
for as l on51 as T may remajn in 
occupancv. 

77 

~erzog is able t o stand and face l ife without the ar tific ial crutches 

~hich he had cons tructed. And t hus: 

Pe rhaps he'd stop writing l etters . 
Yes, that was what was comin~ . in 
fact. The knowl ed~e that he was 
done with these letters ..•. At thi s 
time he had no messages to a~~one. 
~othin~. No t a sin~Je word. 

Sl I bid . , p. 414 
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