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DIGEST

The world of RBernard Malamud is a place of little
men, of people who face many of the life struggles thatb
we do, They are not magnates or millionaires, pollticos,
or king makers, rather very average people, who, on their
own level, seek to sustain themselves physiecally and
spiritually. These people have more. than just a passing
acquaintance with suffering, pain, and problems. They
actively wrestle with thelr lives and with thelr cone
sclences, Like Jacob, they have striven with beings
divine and human and have prevailed,

Though his fiction is set within certain time=place

- situations == pre=Revolutlonary Russia, the post«Depression

years, posteWorld War Two New York City, Italy, the Pacific
Northwest ~- we do not feel bound to these external forms,
for so many of Malamud?s characters reflect all men in a
timeless placeless world,.

Malamud?s m@taphor/is the Jewlsh people, While his
non=Jews are well portrayéd, his Jews are memorable, He
knows them and is able to tell his stories through them,
Malamud uses hils heritage, he reflects it, builds on it,
creating a feeling of besuty and an atmosphere of

menschlichkeit, He wrltes about Jews because he "knows

them best,” but he writes for all men because for him
"all men are Jews,"
As hils writing has developed over the years, Malamud

fseems bto have been drawn more inbto the realm of (political)
i
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action. While there has always been an underlylng mobif
that we must in the end liberate ourselves, and thatb

change is possible, in his latest novel the central

character speaks of the need to reverse history, to fight

for freedom,
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CHAPTER I

INTRODUGTION

Keyore, recognizing that once agaln he was to play
only a minor role in the chapter, mused over the meanw
ing of literature, and reflecting his disappointment
commented: "This writing business, Penclls and what
not, Overerated if you ask me, Silly stuff, Nothing
in it,1

Without realizing it, this burdened beast set forth
a challenge to every author, "This writing business,"
if it 1s to be more than just Msilly stuff® and “overw
rated,” 1f it 1s to be speclal, them it should spesak
saying sémﬁthing, motivating people., In the area of
conbtemporary American Iitefature, Bernard Malamud has
met Eeyorets objection showing that he can take "this
writing business™ and meke something of it,

‘A winner of two National Book Awsrds and the Pulitzer
Prize, Malamud is re@cgnié@d as an imporbtant and significant

author, Crities have commented bthat "Malsmud's greatest

~ force as a writer is8 that he Sp@akg directly to all men,

The surface of his stories is immediately commanding;

the core of them is finally @emﬁellimg,wg He is

"intensely individual . o . one of the countryts really
gifted and appealing Wrib@rs.”g "There seems to me ne
writer of his background who comes so close to the base

of human feeling, who makes one feel so keenly the enigmatie

@l m




quality of 1life,"4
When we limlt ourselves, as I propose to do, to &
diseussion of those seven novels and short stories pube

1ished between 1952 and 1969 = - The Natural (1952);

The Assistant (1957); The Magle Barrel (1958); A New Life

(1961); Tdiets First (1963); The Fixer (1968); and

Pletures of Fidelman (1969) == we shall see how the first

five f@fm a unity in and of themselves and how the latter
two represent a later, different development in our authorts
thought, In the last two works, (and especially The Fixer)
Malamud states most clearly that we can effect change in
ourselves and in society;

Malamud has been labeled an example of Ameriean
Judaismts "finest flowering;"® and several critics hawe
posited that he is really spesking to all men, for "although

most of his protagonists are avowedly Jewish, he has never

'writtem sbout Jews, in the manner of other American Jewlsh

n@velists.“ﬁ To have é better view of Malamud as an
American Jewlsh novelist, we must seek a working definition
of ﬁhab constitutes an Amerlcen Jewlsh novelist, as well

as seeing where and how our author fits into the unfolding
of Jewlsh writers here in the United States,

A, Jewish Fiction in Ameries.,

One of the phenomena of Amerlcan literature in the
middle of the Twenbtleth Century has been the rise to

national, even international, prominence of a successlon of
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i Jewish authors, at any rate, authors of Jewish background,
Such men as Norman Mailer, Herman Wouk, Bruce Jajy Friledw

man, Philip Roth, Saul Bellow, Bernard Malamud, Herbert

Gold, and Salilnger have at one time or another during
this perloed either received national acclaim through the

National Book Award; seen their works among the ten most

é popular fiction sales in the United States; been the .

subjects of reviews 1In wilidely read journals as Newsweek, Time,

and Saturday Review; or in some other manner come to public

attention, In terms of "making 1it," there 1s no question

that these men have moved into the forefront of Ameriecan

) fiction,

Any enumeration of leading American
wrlters of the sixties would include
a striking proportion of second and
third generation American Jews high
on the list, This represented a
marked departure from previous des
cades, when American Jewlsh wrlters,
while numerous and articulate, enw
joyed no such general acclaim, The
progress from the immlgrant ghetto
to a commanding place in the literw
ary life of thg United States had
been achieved,’

It is commonplace today to speak of "American Jewlsh

Fietion," but it 1s very difficult to define what bthose

words mean, and moreover who are the "American Jewish

Novellsts,"” The paradox is similer to a problem dige

cussed between Christopher Robin and two of his friends,

Christopher has just remerked that he had seen a Heffalumps
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"what was it doing?" asked Plglets
"Just lumping along,"™ sald Christopher
Robin « ¢« & "1 saw one once," saild
Piglet, YAt least, I think I did,"

he said, "Only perhaps it wasntt,"
"3o0 did I," said Pooh, wondering

what a Heffalump was like,

Today we stand, somewhere between Piglet and Pooh,
We think we have seen them “bnly perhaps it wasntt,”
We are not so sure we know who they are., And we ander.

B, Americen Jewish Flctlon: A Definlition,

Tudwlg Lewisohn once suggested that a YJewlsh book
15 & book written by a man who knows that he is a Jew,"®
By this Lewlsohn meant that the author knows and shows
his Jewishness to the extent that he translates this knowe
ledge into everything that he does. Developing this idea
further we may_suggeat three possible considerations for
classifying Américam Jewish fietion and then reject at
lesast ones “

This fietion may be written by an Americen who 1s not

Jewish, but whose subje@t'matter ise, Clear examples would

be James Mlchenerts The Source and Tiouils Auwechinclosst

A World of Profit, Michener and Auchincloss, Gentile

Amerlcans, have seemingly all the requisites within théir
reeent novels to have them grouped within American Jewish
fietlon, but nonetheless, because nelther are of the
Jewlsh people, their works have to be considered outside
of' our definition,

A second possibility is fiction written by an American
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Jew, but which does not particularilyy reflect Jewlsh values
or does not contain Jewlsh experiences or characters,

Prime examples would be Herman Wouk'!s The Caine Mutiny;

Budd Shulbergts On the Waterfrontj Saul Bellowts Henderson

the Rain Kings Leon Uris! Topaz; and Norman Mailerts Why

Are We in Vietnam?, These novels fit into some sort of

middleground, Théir authors have elsewhere admitted
their Jeﬁishmess, but do not refleect it, not explicltly
at least, in these worké. |

A final eonsideration would be an American Jew who
elther deals with Jewlsh subjeets or whose characters
reflect Jewish values, At the very least we may agree
that their works, good or bad, form a part of American
Jewish fiction, Consequently we may paraphrase Ludwig
Tewisohn!s idéalto read "an example of American Jewish
fiction ls Eﬁéti@n wplstennbyha mManwehébkholws that Hewis a Jew
and who reflects thils in his work," This, of course, is
what Tewisohn meant in ﬁis admitte&ly elliptic statement,

This definition is only meant to serve as a general
guidéline; it 18 not & rigid rule by whiech to measure,
(Note: vYiddish literature written in the United States
may well be a significant part of American Jewish literas
ture = Isaac Bashevis Singer is a case in point ew bub
because of its particular c¢haracteristics it forms a

separate genre in and of itself,)
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Ce The Rise of American Jewish Fletlon,

Tn presenting a brief survey of Am@rican Jewlsh
literature in the United States, we recognize some

genéral characteristics, While they do not pertain to

81l of the authors, a large number do reflect these views,

As an Amerlcan he 18 subject to all
the forces making for isolatlon,
fragmentation, alienation, anxiety
- and the loss of Individual identity,.
He pays tribute to happlness, security,
popularity, wealth, power, success, and
sweiml.ata%ua. As a Jew he c¢lings
precariously to a traditlion which
continues to reeoede into the grey
anonymity of modern life o » e

It 18 not so much that the Jew has
caught up with America, America

has at long last caught up with the
Jew, His search for identity is

its search, I%s guest for spiritual
meaning is his quest + « »

In the process, especially in his
fiction, he has conducted a some=
times angry polemic against the
values which he finds not only in
American soclety bub in the
communlty which he knows‘Eeatglo
TITaTIEs mine) _

Frior to the twentieth century, there was no signifie
cant fiotion&ﬁr&@tﬁmﬂby Jews; ofhdmderdeanl Tn:rica, In
the first two decades of the 1900ts, however, we find the
ripples of what will become & stream of Jewlish literature,
In 1912, Mary Antin published an autoblographical novel,

The Promised Land, This work is an uncritical view of

8 grateful immigrantts life in the United States, Five

years later Abraham Cahen wrote The Rise of David Levinsky,
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the "success story™ of an immigrant Talmud student who

works his way ups.» becoming & wealthy clothing manue
facturer, Cahan saw the New World more objectively,
recognizing that one could move forward, bubt that 1t was

a difficult, even self-defeaking struggle, In the end,

4n fack it seems, Levinsky wonders whether he hasntt lost
moré than het's gained,

Jewish literature in the Twenties and to an extent in

the Thirties

became peculliarly marked by the
conflict of generations, & soclebty=
wilde father-son antagonism that was
strongly felt by young Jews who were
the Americansborn offspring of
immigrant parents, Thelr problem was
complicated by memories of thelr upe
bringing in the Jewlsh falth and by
the traditional closeness of Jewlsh
femily life, but social and economie
forces in their urban environment
were driving them away from both,ll

They rejected the foreigness of their parents and many
sought to assimilate whenever possible.
The Thirties saw a:new trend in literature,

Although it would be unmhlstorical to
make the depression the sole efficlent
cause for the rise of the sowcalled
foroletarian® novel in the early
1930ts, the pervasive effect of the
great economle c¢ollapse is obvioud,
Like other young would-=be writers of
this decade, the Jewlsh novelists
were influenced by the depression to
question and even %u reject as inadew=
gquate a capitallstie system that
produced hunger and wanbt in the midst
of potential plenty,L?
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As with the great names of general American filction =

Dos Passos, Farrelland Steinbeck, the Jewish writers

reflected the school of "social consciousness,"

Michael Gold's Jews Without Money (1930) was an example

of one reaction to the difficult social conditions of

this pericd, While an earliér generation had been awed

by the New World, Gold was appalled by the discrimination
and poverty he saw around him, "As in the work of other

proletarian writers, all perplexities receive a dogmati=

eally simple answer: there 18 no Jewish problem; theré

18 only class struggle ("Lid
In this period we also find Henry Roth's Call Tt

Sleep (1935) the story which details the life of poor

Jews in New York through the eyes of a young boys
Not all writing in the second and third decades of

this ecentury was proletarién.literature. It is at this

time that we find the work of Ludwig Lewisohn who turned

from assimilationism towﬁrd Judalsm, Critle, essayist,

| f. pémphléteer, translator, novelist (Don Juan, The Case of

Mr,e drugﬁ, The Permanent Horlzon)s

He became the leading exponent of
Zionism in the United States im
fictlion and e8say + » » Lewlsohnts
two dominant themes « gexual revolt
against the repressions of Purltans
lsm and Jewish revolt against the
effacement of assimilation = each
conceived in deeply personsl_ terms,
appear early in his writinge~®

- Such names as Nathaniél West (The Day of the Loocusts,
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Miss TLonelyhearts), Jerome Weldman (I Can Get It For You

Wholesale), and Daniel PFuchs (Summer in Willismsburg,

Homage to Blenholt, Eéw Company) also began publishing in

this period but did not resch critlecal acclaim until some

years later,.

In the Forties, Hitler,Ath@ Holocaust, and the rising

public anti-Semitism all had thelr effects, Most nobable were

weLaure.ds Hobson's Gentlemen's Agreement (1946), In

the late Forties we see the influence of the Second

World War itself in such novels as Irwin Shawt!s The

Young Lions, Saul Bellow'!s Dangling Mam, Herman Wouk!s

The Caine Mutiny, Norman Mailerts brilliantly executed

novel The Naked And The Dead.

The Fifties show a mew burn in American Jewish

fietion, The novel which dominates the first half of

this decade is Marjorie Morningstar by Hermen Wouk,

published in 1954, In the words of Marie Syrkin, this

novel,

a8 mildly satirlical portrait of the
American Jewish middle~class, is a
kind of Jewish Main Street and

Mar jorie is not too far removed
from Carroll XKennicott 4sicl The
novel 18 something of a landmark

in that 1t presents one of the first
Jewish heroines to be accepted

widely by the general reading public
as a representative American Character
rather than as a quaint, sinister or
romantic alien figure. . « The paraw
doxical physical cohesiveness and
cultural assimilation of the American
Jew appear clearly in Wouk's booket®
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While Bernard Malamud published The Natural in 1952,

nelither he nor the work recelived much acolaim,

It was In the early Fifties that Saul Bellow made

his breakthrough with the 1955 publiestlon of The

Adventures of Augie Marche Critic Leslie Fidler hag
remarked about Bellew}

Looking at the whole body of his
-work, one has the sense of a

creative restlessness, an advens
turousmness, which distinguish hime o »

6 o & & bough resiliency unequalled
by any other American Jewish writer
of the moment, .

[Eugie March is/ an image of man ab
once totally Jewish, the descendent
of the shlemiels of Fuchs and
Nathanlel West, and absolutely
American - the latest avatar of
Huckleberry Finn, L6

In 1957 Bernard Malamud published The Assistant

which received immediate attention, "The novel was

highly praised, and Malamud was given the Rosenthal

Award of the National Institute and the Daroff Memorial

Award, The Assistant has been included in several lists

B e P TN S YTy Ty tey T o e T e
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of the best novels of the past decsde o e w17
This was followed in 1958 by The Magic Barrel for

which Malamud received his first National Book Award,

The popularity and impertance of Leon Uris! Exodus
in 1988 isAin itself a commentary on the comnbtinuing fruition
of an interest in Jewish novels and novelists, Exodus

has been referred to as one of the most meaningful books
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ever published in Amerieca to further the understanding
(albeit romantie understandlng)ofndnderespéctoforindhe
Jewlish communiﬁy by the larger Christian socletye

The late 1950ts saw the publication of and Immediate

controversey over Philip Roth's Goecdbye Columbus, Though

maligned by some, Roth not only received the Nationsl

Book Awar@ in 1959 for this collection of short stories,
but was ably and correctly defended by Theodore Solotereffl
as a writer who

ie so obviously attached to Jewlsh
life that the oharge of his belng
antiesemitic or a "self«hater" is
the more absurd, The directness

of his attack against arrogance,
smugness, finagling and acquisitivew
ness should not obscure the perw
feetly obvious fact that he does so
£lying & traditional Jewish banner
of sentiment and humaneness and
personal responsibility. o o 18

The Sixties have revealed a spate of Jewish writing,
The mention of such works as Saul Bellow!s Herztg, Bruce
Jay Friedman's Stern, Noah Gordonts The Rabbl, Henry

Kemelmants Rabbiemysteries, Bernard Malamudts A New T.ife,

Idiots First and especlally The Fixer (for which he re=

ceived his second National Book Award for fiotion and

the Pulitzer Prize), Chaim Potok's The Chosen, and of no

mean importance for our time, Philip Roth's latest conw

troversial acc@mplishmﬁhb Portnoy's Complaint (about which

Theedore Solotaroff might choeose to repeat his words)

show how the American Jewish novel and novelist have
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doevelioped and been received in‘tha‘Uniteﬁ States, All
subjecta are valid for discussiong 1life on the lower
East Side of New York; anti-Semitism here and abroads
Black=Jewish relations; the Jewish intellectual; Rabbis;
neurotic childreni overwprotective mothersy anxiatyw
alienation' acoculturation and assimilation,

Though some American Jewish writers (perhaps Malémud
imoludedi may. use their Judaism as a vehiole for btheir
larger measége to mankihdg and some (espeecially Roth and
Friedman) are highly satiric and eritical, I disagree
whomah@artédly with the viewpoint of Marie Syrkin who
feels that ™one must conclude & survey of the American
Jewish novel with the unhappy reflection that for many
of its ablest sons, !being Jewish! has become a dry well."19
On the contrary, in my opinion, the waters of Judaism
(so long as by "Judalsm" we don't mean something necessarily
pietistic or synagoguawérient@d) run deep in our conteme
porary novelists and we $éy expect in the years to come
not a mere trickle or even a continuing stream, but rather
8 rushing torrent or literature, the best stlll to come,

Des Bernerd Malamud,

- As American Jewish literature has developed over the
years, so we see changes In the stories of Bernard Malamud,
From the primarily nen=Jewish mythologlzing within The
Natural, he moves into the realm of Judalsm in his later

works., Though his first five books differ in theme and
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cont@nt, they form & gsubstantlal unity in and by thems
selves, Malamudis sixth book, The Plxer, is not only a
fictional account based on a true store (the Mendel
Beilis case), but unlike most of his prior works, this
latter story does not create American Jewish characters
but deals with a Russian Jew in Russia,

The last book published, Pilctures of Fidelman (1969),

a set of 8ix vignettes (three of which appeared before in

The Magic Barrel and Idiots First)-oéver the further

adventures of Arthur Fidelman, Though this work has strong
ties to the earlier short storles and novels by dint of
1ts subjeet matter, in the areas of style and character
development it belongs to a later period in Malamudt!s
writing, |

Common to The Assistant, The Magic Barrel, A New Life,

and Idiots First are these qualitiess all occcur either in

the United States (primarlily New York City or Northern
California=Qregon) or Italy (usually with Americans
abroad); most of the characters are Jewishy and anti-

Semitism as such is not & major theme, The Natural takes

place in the United States, but diverges in other respects
from what is characteristic of the later books, Nonee
theless, these firat five books taken together share a
number of ideas:” the story basically revelves around
characters who struggle to improve their life situationg

those who succeed do so by developing theilr own goodnéae,
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often (if not always) by inter-relating with others,
Further, those who stumble or ultimately fall bend either
to siress false values (material success or power) or they
deny their true selves, trying to be what they are not,

Though the last two works, The Fixer and Plectures of

Fidelman also deal with characters who are trylng to
improve their life situation, these latter two works res
flect a Malamud who is more confident that in the final
analysis man can liberate himself from his surrocundings,

he can c¢hange historys




CHAPTER TIX

BERNARD MATAMUDs AN TNTRODUCTION

A. Biographlcal Sketeh,

Bernard Malamud was born in Brooklyn in 1914, His

parents were both immigrants from Russlae though they had

met here in the United 8States, Malamudt!s mobther, Bertha

(nee Fidelman), came from a theatrlecal family.zo Max
Malamud, his father, was a small businessman, who owned

a small grocery store in Brooklyn, As in several of the

authorts stories, the Malamud grocery remalned open until
late at night, As his mother died at & young age, Malas
mud grew up with little family life and became & bit of

a street kid. He has remerked aboubt these early days:

"My parents worked late and I was allowed to stay out and

wander in the neighborhood, We skated, sledded, climbed

treos, and played running games, We gypped the 'EIt and
rode to Coney Island = the ocean, especially at niight,
moved me " He goes on to explain, "But we were good

boys. All we wanted wasarlittle honest fun « « « There

was advenbure and a sense that one was a boy, One got to
 know people all over the neighborhood,"2k
Malamud attended Erasmus Hall High School in Brooklyne

The high=school newspaper printed several of his com=

positions, In 1932 he entered City College of New York

where he received his B,A., in English in 1934, Though

aware of the radical causes about him, Malamud did not

become involved, largely because he distrusted the
], Heow
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Communiste after Whe:Sbalih:Purge:brdalal,: Aftéwr:his: granduation he

worked in a factory, & store and subsequently as a clerk

in the Census Bureau in Washington, D. Cs From 1940 to
1948, he taught night classes at Erasmus Hall High School,

and then for a year at Harlem Evening High School, Malss

mud was grant@d an M,A, from Columbia in 1942, Three

years later he married Ann de Chiara,2?

At the end of the decade Malamud moved west to Coie
vallis, Oregon, where he began to teach composition and

literature on the Qregon State College faculty. For a

dozen years he was at Corvallls where he wrote hls first i

four books.e | [ﬁ‘

Tn 1956 and 1957 he spent a year in Italy with his il

family, on a literary grant. At the present time (sinece

1961) Malemud is on the faculty of Bennington College in it

Bennington, Vermont, While there, Malamud has had the g
opportunity to travelrabroad to England, France, Italy, the
Soviet Union, Spain and isra61¢25 As mentioned before,
among the literary prizes he has received are the 1959

National Book Award for The Magic Barrel, the 1966 National

Book Award and the 1966 Pulitzer Prize for The Flxer,

Bs Biographical Reflectlons in Malamud's Fictions

Onoe aware of Malamud's bilography, we are able to see

several slgnificant parallels %o his life in his works,
The fact that he grew up in New York in the first half of
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this century and that his father was a grocer are clearly
reflected in the knowledgeable descriptions of small

shops found in such works as his novel, The Assistant,

and his short storles "The First Seven Years," "The
Billy" "The Prison," and “The Loan," Morris Bober, the

grocer in The Assistant, like Malamud's father was born in

Russia, came over at an early age, and owned a grocery store
in Brooklyn, Though Malamud has written that “the Assistent
is a fabrieated figure, his story (and Helent's) completely
invented,wg4 the parallels to what must have been Malamudts
childhood experiences are striking.

The short stories "Black is My Favorite Color" and
| "Angel Levine®™ take place in Harlem, where Malamud taught
for a year, and éspecbs of his life in New York Giky may

be reflected in such works as The Assistanb, The Natural,

"A Summerts Reading,”" "The Magic Barrel,™ "Take Pity,"

and "The German Refugee," In The Assistant as well as in

one of his latest productions, the story "My Son the
Murderer,” the action takes place around Qcean Parkway
in Brooklyn, Malamud grew up near Qoean Parkwaye2®

As mentioned in the blographilcal sketech above,
Malamud spent a year in Italy from 1956 to 1957 on a grant,
The central character in "Behold the Key" is in the same
position, We can imagine the influence of his Italian
experience in siuch works as "The Maild!s Shoes," "Iife is

Better than Death,” and all the Fidelman stories,
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 The years spent in Corvallis, Oregon, are somewhadb

reflected in A New Life, and in the short story "A Choice

of Profession,! When ssked whether A New ILife is derived

from personal experience, Malamud quipped, "Let!s say the
awiteh from the East to the West suggested much of the
material,"26

One critic has suggested that

Although it is sometimes assumed
that the novel 18 autoblographical
and that Malamud was atbtacking
Oregon Statey « « » His career
~indicates clearly that he 1s nob

to be closely identified with

Se. Levin, probably no more ¢losely
than any subthor is to be identified
with any of his heroes, As for
Oregon State, he did eritize certain
conditions that existed at that ine
stitution but because he knew that
they exlsted at other state colleges
‘as well, ghat thls was a national
problemes '

Nonetheless, even if we do nob always find dire@t
parallels, many éonnectiqns in time and place san be
seen, Malamud began t@aohing at Corvallis in 1949,

8. Levin in 1950; both came there from New York Clty;
both baught Gomposition in the English Depariment.s
Though the school bears the name casgadla College and is
located in fictional Bastchester in A New ILife, %the |

description of the college and its surrounding geography
is very reminiscent of Oregon State College in soubhern
Oregdn.

It is oW}y a speculation, of courae, bubt 1t is .
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of interest that most of Malamud!s charscters are bachelors

and that the author himself married only at the (relatively)

late age of thirty-one, Finally, we wonder if 1t 1s mere
coincidence that Malamud!s maternal grandparenﬁs had the

same name as that of his favorite artist manqué = Fidelmanm,

Ce Malamudts Purpose

While Malamud has ereated such diverse characters

as an American major league baseball player (The Natural),

& professor in the Northwest (A New Life), a thief turned

grocery store employee (The Assistant), and a soon to be

ordained rabbl ("The Magic Barrel"), there are certain

underlying ideas that tie these works together, As

Jonathan Bsumbach has noted, "Malamudts novels are about

the possibilitles of heroism - heroism as the fulfille

ment of onets deepest ca.ll:mg‘.l“g8 Elsewhere he sayst

"A romantic, Malamud writes of heroes; a realist, he writes

of theip defeata;"ﬁg Malamid 1s deeply concerned about
théhd@ﬁumanm%ation'ef‘m@d@rn man as éxemplified by though

not limited to the Nazi Holocaust,®? He has been an open

opponent of United States policy in Viet Nam,5l Another

writer says of Malamud: "He belleves that the human beilng
must be protected and the note that he sounds again and
again is compassion,"52

- In his acceptance speech for the National Book Award

0f 1969, Malamud tried %o make clear the underlying theme
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of hls works,

T am quite tired of the c¢olossally
deceitful devaluation of man in this
days for whatever explanationg that
life 1s cheap amid a prevalence of
warsg or because we are drugged by
totalitarian successes into a sneakw
ing belief in theilr dehumanizing pro=-
cessesy or tricked beyond self=respect
by the values of the creabtors of our
own thing-ridden soclety) « ¢« « OF
because, having invented the means of

- his extinction, man values himself
less for it and lives in dailly dread
that he will in a fit of passion, or
pique or absent-mindedness, achieve
his end, Whatever the reason, his
fall from grace in his eyes 1ls bew
trayed in the words he has invented
to describe himself as he is nows
fragmented, abbreviated, otherw
directed, organizational, anonymous
man, & vietim, in the words that are
used to describe him, a kind of
syndechdochle lrony, the part for the
whole. The devaluation exlsts hew

~ cause he accepts it without protest .5

To put 1t another way, Malamud!s works are an affirmmw
ation of life,s In his novels, this aubthor has tried to
express certain positivé conceptss True to his name,
Malamud seeks to be a melamed, not a magid; a teacher,
not a preacher, "The purpose of the writer," Malamud
believes,,"is to keep elvilization from destroying itself,
But without pregchment. Arbi@ts cannot be ministers. As
soon a8 they attempt 1t, they destroy thelr artistry . .
To me writing must be true; 1t must have emobtional depthy
1t must be imaginative, It must enflame, destroy, change
the reader 54 |

Composer of short stories as well as novels, our
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author has commented that with short fiction, one needs

"to say everything that must be sald and to say it quickly,
fleetingly, &8 though two people had meit for a moment in

a resbaurant, or a railroad station, and one had time only
bo tell the other they are both human, and here, this

story proves 1t." Furthermore, ™A story must have the
right weight of theme or it is trivial, If it is too
heavy you have something didactic,"55

In the area of the short story Malamud has written
about many different peoples shopkeepers; professors,
active as well as exwprostitutes, manual workers, artists,
thieves, His geographic locations have renged from New
York City to the Pacifiec Northwest to Italy. In about &
‘quarter of the stories one character appears and ﬁeappearsz
Arthur (Arturo) Fidelman, the American artist menqué in
Italy. Commenting on this character ahd reflecting on

his purpese, Malamud remsrked in an interview that Fidelman
is Ya favorite and I'm still involved with him = the
problem of the artist manqué the man who wants to find
himself in arb. Ifhope that by the seventh story he may
“have found himself both in art and:éelfwkn®wledge - Yess

- there will be & collection about him, I am moved by him,
and can only write about him when I am so moved, I have
great affection for these storiag, you knowy they bring
real belly laughs when read aloud.56 (Noteg In 1969

Malemud published his latest book: Plctures of Fidelmans




An Exhibitlion,)

De On Malamud's "Jewishn@ss;“

Most of Mglamud's novels and short stories deal wlth
Jews, Speaking of his wobkiyglalelwdooneecobservedyd s
"7 write sbout Jews because I know them, But more im- _
portantly, because the Jews are the very stuff of dfama.5v
Though heluses Jews for his vehlcle, he has stated thatb,
"T am not consciously speaking to Americen Jews; I am
speaking to anyone who reads my books M98

Robert Alter claims, that Malamud "has never really
written about Jews in the manner of other American Jewlsh
novellsts."99 We are left with the impression that, as
another‘eritie put ity "Jewishness"™ (a8 opposed o Judaism =
that is, the widest possible definitlion of being a Jew,
in contrast to the Jewish religion) “is & source of Malamud?!s
sensibility rather than the object o . o /His/ Jewishness
18 a type of metaphor - for anyone's life - both for the
tragle dimension of anyonet!s 1life and for a code of
personal morality and a salvation that 1s more psychological
than religlous,"40 |

Iﬁ an article entitled "Jewishness, Judajsm and the
American=jewish Novellst," Melvin Berstein notes that in
Melamudt's works the "Jew emerges as a folk herec, now saint
now rogue, buﬁ always carrying on his tough back the heavy

peddlerts paek of sorrow in every land, in every time, time
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without end, His task is ever to wrestle with the Angel
of Death and win not% the whole mateh but at least a
fa11¢“4l

Though one eritie has offered the view that Malamud
is at his very best when he writes about Jews, and that
his non=Jewish charsecters are somewhat flat, that they
laek the special lyriesal and passionate quality which
sets Malamud apart as an author342 this is overstating
the case, While his Jewlsh characters are the most cons
vinelng, a number of the Itallan stories are well written,
notably "Life 1s Better than Death" and ™'he Maildts Shoes,"

and The Natural execels in its own right,

Our author stands out a8 a major Jewlsh writer bew
cause, as Philip Rahv has noted, Malamud ™fills his
*Jewlshness' with s positive content, I mean that tJewishe
ness,! as he understands snd above all feels it, is @ne.of
the prineipal souraas.of’value in his work as it effects
both his conception of experienc@ in general and his

coneception of imaginative writing in particular"43

B, Reflecting 'Jewlshness®s Content and Theme,

Bernard Melemud is recognized as one of the most
notable Jewish novelists living today, While he fits
Ludwig Lewisohn's working definition of a writer ™who
knowas that he is a Jew and who refleets it in his work,"

we might consider just how this Jewishness is reflecteds
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Part of the answer 18, to be sure, the predominance of
Jewlsh characters, but 1s there moret 1Is there something
inherently Jewish in the situations,'syntax, or content,
or sould the names be éasily changed and in place of
Bober read Qf*Boyle. Flattery for Fidelman, Crowell for
Cohen, and Morrison for Manisehevlitz? In suggesting certailn
Jewish qualities, I admit that these are feelings and not
facts, p@ésibilitiea not proofas We should not appr@ach
them too analytically lest we end up like Pooh's friend
Rabbit, trying to be too clever,

"Rabbitts clever,” said Pooh thoughtfully,

"yes," said Piglet, "Rabbitts clever,"

"And he has Brain,"

"Yea," said Piglet, "Rabblt has Brain®

There>was a long silenc@,

"I msuppose," sald Pooh, "that thatts why he never
understands anything," ,

The féll@wing, therefore, ls offered as a way to add
to our understanding of Malamud, not as “cl&ver“-inﬂightm;

The eplsodes Malamud writés about often seem Lo have
a Jewish quality to‘them because they reflect experiences
that Jews have typlcally gone through = at least those
groupa of Jews that Malamud writes about, though the exe
periences, as such, may nob be intrinsleally Jewish., We
knéw that in modern America there were and still are small
Jewish grocery store~keepers who, like Morris Bober and

Alex Kalish, having been in business for years, have fel$
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the pressures of chaln store supermarkets, often have
been foreced into bankruptey. We know Jewish peddlers like

Breibart (in The Assistant) who have gone from store to

store selling their Wares. The following passage reflects
an experience in one poor East Buropean immigrantts 1life
in America,

When Breltbart first casme to Morrists

© neighborhood and dropped into the
store, the grocer, seeing his fatigue,
offered him a glass of tea with lemon,
- The peddler eased the rope off his
shoulder and set his boxes on the
floer. In the back he gulped the hot
tea in ailen@es worming both his hands
on the glass,%*

Boberts eoncern for a fellow human being, the peddler
himself, and especially the (Russian immigrantts) tea with
lemon «~ all three are part of the experiences Jews have
had in America,

When Morris Bober explains his concept of Judaismy,
that action and not mrégda aré foremost, we find another
example of Jewlshness in Malamudfs fiection, Morris
relates,

This 18 not Iimportant to me if I taste
pig or if I dontt, To some Jews this

is important but not to me, Nobody
will btell me that I am not Jewish bew
c¢ause I put in my mouth once in a while,
when my tongue 1s dry, a pilece hamg

But they will tell me, and I will bee
lieve them, if I forget the TLaw, This
means to do what 18 right, te be honest,
to be good, This means te other people,
Qur life is hard enocugh, Why should we
hurt somebedy else? TFor everybody should
be the best, not only for you or me,
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We aint't animals, This is why we
need the Law, This 1is what a Jew
bellevess

Other points might include Malamud!s ear for Yiddish
syntax., This means more than such Yiddish expressions as

gut yuntif, schlemlel, mumzer, schicker, dybbuk and the

like, Malamud typically construects such sentences as,
"por what I got chicken wontt cure it,"4dr "please don't
tell me abéut manners, About manners I knew before you
were born,"48® or these liness

"T am a business man,” the shoew
meker abruptly sald to conceal his
embarragsment, "so I will explain
you right away why I talk to youg

I have a girl, my deughter Miriam e
she is nineteen = a very nice girl
and alse 8o pretty that everybody
looks on her when she passes by

in the street, BShe is smart, ale
ways with a book, and I thought teo
myself that a beoy like you, an
educated boy - I thought maybe you
will be interesteg sometime to meet
a girl like this. 49

As Phllip Rahv has expressed 1t, part of Malamud's
"Jewishness™ is

connected with & certain stylisation
of language we find in his fiction, a
deliberate linguistie effort at onee
- trenchantly and humorously adapting
the c¢ool Wasp idiom of English to
the quiecker heartbeats and greater
openness to emotion of hls Jewish
characters; and 1t is particularly
‘in the turns and twists of their
dialogue that this effort is most
apparent and most suecessful

Rshy continues?

Thesé people are emotlionally highly
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charged and desperate in their
urgeney to make themselves heard,
Malamud insists on . « « totting
them spesk out of thelr genuine
fervor - and to achleve this
authenticity of sgpeech he refuses
to censor their bad, even laughes
able grammar, distorted syntax,
and vivid yet comical locutions
that sou%§ like apt imitabtions of
Yiddishe°C

At times there are patently Jewish symbols discussed,
In "The Jéwbird" we read how ﬁhe bird Schwartz "begen
dovening, He prayed without Book or tallith, but with
passion . o o When the prayer was done Cohen remarked,
tNo hat, no phylacteries?" tITtm an o0ld radicaly,t t'Youtre
sure youlre not some kind of ghost or dybbuk?t tNot a
dybbuk,t snswered the bilrd, tthough one of m& relatives
had such an experience once, Itts all over now, thanks

G‘Qd é (3.1 51

Similarly, in'The Assistant Morris Bober is buried
with full Jewish rites, complete with rabbl, mourners, and
Kaddish,5® |

If we look for an sssimilationist self=hating Jew
we find him in the excellent story, "The Lady of the Lake,"
with its central character Henry Levin who tries to hide
his origins by taking on the neme Freemsn, If Levinw
Freeman were not Jewlsh the whole point of the story would
be meaningless, for it 1s simply becasuse of his denlal
that he loses his Lady of the Lake. Jewish self=hatred is -

also a theme in "The Jewbird,"
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Net Lime, of "Black is My Favorite Color," owns a
ligquor store in Harlem, Through his buslness he meets
and has an affalr with Ornita Harris, a Negro widow, One
night when escortlng her home he becomes a vietim of Blaék

‘anbﬁmSemitism.

"What you doint' with this white
son of a biteh?" he said to
Ornita . ¢ &

"Roys,® I said, "we'tre all brothers,
Itm a reliable merchant in the
neighborhoods « o ™

"You talk like & Jew landlord,"
sald the green hat, "“rifty a week
for a single roome"

"No charge fo! the rats," said
the half=inech brim, ‘

"RBelieve me, I'm no landlord,
My store is tNathan's Liquorst
between Hundred Tenth and
Eleventh ¢ o & ¥

"Shut your mouth, Jewboy," said
the leatherneapjrandchecnovedithe
knife back and forth in front of
my coat button., - "Neo niore il
black pussy for you,"od

The fact ﬁhat we find rabbis ag characters in The
Assisbtant, "TIdiots First" and "The Magle Barrel" is another
example of consclous Jewish symbollsm,

Some writers have suggested that there are certaln

Jewish attitudes in Malamud's works, Tt is aifficult to

trace and label them as specifically Jewish - yet we may

note that in his works we fimd such idess a8 concern for

and stress upon education (The Assistant, A New Life,
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"The Jewbird," "The First Seven Years," "Behold the Key");

the importaence of marriage - "you=shouldwlivemandwbeewell" w

(The Assistant, "The First Seven Years," "The Magic

Barreﬂ;" "The Girl of My Dreams," "Suppose a Wedding");

compassion and care for fellow humen beings (in all the

works); close family ties (The Assistant, "The Magie Barrel,"

"Behold the Key," "Take Pity"); awareness of anti- Semitism

(The Assistant, "The Jewbird," "The Lady of the Lake")j

specific customs and ceremonies (The Assistant, "Angel

Levine,” "The Magie Barrel," "The Mourners®™) and the value

of human 1ife (in all the works)g

Some critics suggest that a (or the) Jewish gharacters

i1stie found in Malamudts work is the fact that his characters

suffer and endure pain and affliction in order to achieve

redemption or salvation, Mareus Klein (among others) has

written that in Malamud!s works, "the Jewish expertise is

sufferihg e o+ o Suffering is the communion of people under
heaven, The separate Jewish experience is a paradigm of
that communion,"®%4 Others have félt that Jewishness is
represented by the sehlemiel, To be a schlemlel = which,
for Malamud,'is almost interchangeable with the idea of

being a Jew = means o assume & moral stance, virtually

the only possible moral stance in the ficﬁional world + o o

The only clearly visible alternative to the stance of sechlemiel

in Malamudts fiction . o o 18 the stance of the manipulator 55

In my opinion both views that of "suffering" and that
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of "schlemiel" as charachteristic Jewishness in Malamud,

are wrongs It is true that some of the characters do suffer,

and some are schlemliels, but these are not speeifically

Jewish traits as such, Malamud!s Jews strive for a better
1ife; they do not just "endure suffering.” Furthermore,
they do not Just bumble from event to event in the hope

of redemptionwsalvation, The universality of suffering/

sehlemiel can be seen in The Naturals Roy Hobbs (a non=

Jew) suffers, at times acts like & sechlemiel, and in his
own (non«Jewish) way works for his own (non=Jewlsh) res
demption, Malamud, in fact, has conbtended that the way
to redemption does nob have‘a priority with the Jewlsh
people,°® Sidney Richman quotes him as sayings .”I consliders
ed Judaism . . . 88 another source of humanism, The first
being Western literature and history from the Greeks on,"57
While there 1s "suffering" in Malamud, this is not an
exalusiVQ.Jewish gquality. In his wbrks gome nonwJews &3
well as Jews suffer, othefs do not, "Suffering" is a theme
In world literature =~ éonsider, for Ilnstance, Dostoavsky.
Further, even though thér@ is in his fiction a "feeling for
human suffering on the one hand," there is also the desire
"for a life of value, order} and dignity on the other,"58
Suffering 18 not an ldeal or a goal; it is rather something
that all men share, We can transeend suffering, according
to Malamud, only when we assume responsibillty for one

another,
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To conclude, Malamud!s messgage concerns an alffirs
mation of life itself, and it 1s about humanity as a wholeg

He writes primarily about Jews for he "knows them™ and in

his view they are "the very stuff of drama."59 Who, then,
are the Jews in his fiction shall be dilscussed in the next

chapters




CHAPTER TTIX

THE JEWS ARE THE VERY STUFF OF DRAMA

A, Malamud's Jews
Le What do they do%

In the unfolding drama df Malamudts fiction we meet
certain Jewilsh character typess the small shopkeeper;
the impoveriﬂhed artlst; the college instruetory and an
assortment of people who relate bto these first bthree,
The first type may be extended to include the shopkeeper!s
family (often a wife and one ummarried daughter)i The

primary example, of course, is Morris Bober of The Assistant,

Like many of his counterparts in the short stories,
Morris is aboub sixty, unsucecessful financially, though
extremely honesl and a good person, He works many hard
andllong'hours; An immigrant from Bastern Rurope, he
speaks Yiddish,

The groeer, on the other hand, had

never altered his fortune, unless

degrees of poverty meant alberation

for luck and he were, 1f not naturai ’

enemies, not good friends, He

labored long hours, was the soul of

honesty « o o coveted nobody!s nothe

ing end always got poorer, The

harder he worked . . . the less he
seemed to have,

Though unéble to study much past the se&ondmry school
diploma which he received at night school, he values
education highly; "tDontt throw away your chance for
oducation,t Morris advised., tItts the best thing for a

young man,t"61 The Morris Bober type in Malamud!s fiction
w33
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is forthright, understanding;andueven.generais«bomasfaylt
a modern tsadlk (as in tsadaka, not in:the tkbddtional
religlio~dassidic kaftanwwearing sense) he is sincersly
emmpasﬁionaﬁ& to his fellow mengsg As the Rabbl éXpressea
it in his eulogy for Bober, the storekeeper

Lived in the Jewlsh experience, . .
with the Jewish heart + « « he was
true to the splrit of our life «
to want for others that which he
wants also for himself ., . . He
suffered, he endumreéd, /dic/ butb
with hope o « « He asked for hime= -
self little - nothing, but he
wanbted for his beloved child a
better existence than he had,53

The Morris Bober (small storekeeper) situation can
be seen in several of the short stories, Malamud admitted

that The Assistant is based on two of his older stories,®

and though he &id-notusay,whieh, we may deduce that they
were "The Cost of Living" published in 1949 and "The First
Seven Years" which appeared in 1950 ,64 Sidney Richman

has suggésted that the former story seems "in fact, to be

a preliminary sketch for The Assistant = a tale which res
counts how ; o an old and gentle grocer was ruined by

a neighboring supeymarket and & guilt;wraeked landlord " 69

In "The First Seven Years," though Féld is a shoemaker

- and not a grocer, we notice‘striking parallels, In both .
storlies the father owns é small business and has én aasisﬁaﬁt;
the daughter works and this is & place where she meets ’
Salesmen; the fathey is eager for the daughter to marry;

he wants her to do "better than he didgh the father has
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in mind & sultor who is rejected by the daughterji the
daughber falls in love with the assisbtanty the assistant

is fired and rehired; he probably marries the girlé in the
end (though we do not know this for sure); the assistant
has a diffi@ﬁlt, trying past; he looks older than his
acbual age; the shopkeeper 1s in diffloult health; and the
shop 1tself 1s dimly-lit.

Other Bober types can be found-in the storles "Angel
Levine," "Take Pity," "The Prisom" (although Tommy is notb
Jewish), "The Bill," and "The Loan," |

The central character in thesqbstories is often surrounded
by, compared and contrasted to more successful businessmen,
a8 well as to peddlers, jobbers, and salesmen,

As the}sﬁorekeepers are often overwgenérQué, we find
thelr wives to be more‘pra@ti@al - such as Bessie Lieb
in "The Loan," Embittered and concerned about their finaneial
conditlon, the women nagftheir husbands, urging them to be
more careful in thelir business and personal dealings, When
Lieb is about to lean Kobétsky some momey, Lieb's wife
intervenes, ' | | |

 Bessie strode over to the shelf
and tore out ‘a bill box. She
dumped its contents on the table,
the papers flying everywhere,
"Bills," she shouted,68

The women (whether Jewish or not) are rarely well
Portrayed, falling flat in comparison to the men. They

basically serve as foils for the interaction between their
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husbands or their fathers and other men, Though Helen

Bober has a significant role in The Assistant it is

primarily to reflect the growth and maturation of Frank
Alpine and her motherts concern over Helen's rélabionship
with him, TIn the short stories, Miriam Feld in “The First
Seven Years? and Adele Feuer in "Suppose a Wedding," both
single (and.therafore of coneern Yo thelr parents,) have
only mino# parts to play, Mrs., Feuer in "Suppose a Wedding,"
Isabella of "The Lady of the Lake:s," and Mary lious: in
"A Choice of Professions" have larger roles bub again they
are there primarily to help develop the male characters,
In the second major grouping of Jews we find the
Amerlcan abroad, thé hﬁmoroms artlstein=searchwof«himself,

Arthur (Arturo) Fidelman, In The Magiec Barrel and Idiots

First we find three stories devoted to him: "The Last
Mohican," "Still Life," and "Naked Nude,® (The later

stories found in Pictures of Fidelman are dealt with in

Chapter Six,) In these vignettes we follow him from his
arrival in R@ﬁe as an art studenﬁ;‘through many misadvens

tures as h@'sucoessfully manages_to fall in and out of bad
luek, & true'schlemiel,hé bungles and blunders his way
through 11fe,.gently and sometimes h@h 80 gently, being |
taken advanbage of at evefy point, In his ddyasey he moves
from art studenb to artist, periodically becoming enamoured
of his own work; unwitbtingly falling into bed with a

Co-painter, Annamaria Olliovino, and unwillingly belng
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forced by some Italian gangsters to do & fake painting of
Titian's "Venus of Urbinoe" Some of Malamud's finest
and funniest lines appear in the Fldelman storiess
In "8t111 Life™ Fidelman falls desperately in love with

Ammemearia, For a long time she rejects him, but when he
paints her as the Madonna with Child, her religious/
superstitious soul is enflamed and she agrees to sleep
with the former art student, One mishap follows another,
but finally they make it to bed, .

She embraced him, her hairy arme

pits perfumed, He responded with

postponed passion, :

"Enough of antipasto," Annamaria
sald. She reached for his member

Overwrought, Fldelman though
fighting himself not to, spent
himself in her hand., Although
~he mightily willed resurrection,
his wilted flower bit the dust,
She furliously shoved him out of
bed, into the studio, flinging
his clothes after him,
"pig, beast, onanisti™67
Rejected and somewhat de jected, Fidelman nonetheless
contimies to desire her body. Consistently Annamaris res
fuses and abuses him until one day he stumbles scross the
answer, Intending to do a selfeportrait dressed as a
priest, Fidelman dons ecclesiastical vestments and the
Superstitious Amnamaria falls at his feet seeking absolubion
for her past sins, At first the artist manqué does not

Comprehend .
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She grabbed his knees, "Help me
Father, for Christts sake,"

Fildelman, after a short tormented
time, sald in a quavering volce,
"7 forgive you, my child,”

"The penance,” she walled, "first
the penance,”

At first he suggests one hundred Haill Marys and Our Fathers,
but she asks for more,

Gripping his knees so hard they

- shook she burrowed her head lnto
his black=buttoned lap, He felt
the surprised beginnings of an
erection,

"Tn that case," Fidelman saidy
shuddering a little, "Better
undress,”

Annamaria insists that he continue to wear the vestments,
but they compromise on just the birettas

Annamarisa undressed in & sSwoop,

" Her body was extrasordinarily
lovely, the flesh glowing, In
her bed they tightly embraced,
She clasped his buttocks, he
cupped hers., Puniping slowly he
nailed her to her ceross,

In the story "Neked Nude" when Arturo complains about
the immOraliﬁy of forging a fake palnting he 1s told by
the thievest

®piziane will forgive you, Didntt
he steal the figure of the Urbine
from Glorgione? Didnt't Rubens steal
the Andrian nude from Tiziano? Art
steals and so does everybody « o o
Itts the way of the world, We're
only human,®

"Iénft,it sort of dirdesecydtlarie!
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"Everybody desecrates. We live
off the dead and they live off
us, Take for instance religion,"69

The third group of major characters is represented

- by 8. (8y, Seymour, Sam) Levin of A New Life, Malamud

himself has said about this book that "It's the story

of a New‘Yorker who goes out West to begin a new spiritual
life. No, it's not autobiographical, It i3 about a teacher
who is Jewiéh, but he will be operating in a nonwJewlish
milieu "0

| Se Levin, an exwdrunk formerly frem New York, seeks
his fortune and his "new life"™ at Cascadla College in the
Paclfic Northwest (probably Oregon State College), Tike
many of Malamud's characters, he feels that he must reject
his unsuccessful past, though it welghs heavily updm him,
"He exhorted himself to tkeep the cirele broken,t"7l

"17 oantt,! he whispered to himself, (I can!t fall
again,t" 72 Tevin 1s a liberal at a very conservative,
servicemérienﬁed sechool, An idealist, he does not fit
into his surroundingso He cannot adjust to the real

world around him, WIithin his year at Gascadia, while he
manages to bring about some important aurrieular changes,

he does so atAhiS own expense, One criltic suggests that

in part A New Life is a Ysatire on the failure of the
liberal traditionalists to act 'on thelr beliefs and to

face the ereeplng mediocrity of a‘mechaniStic, fact=ridden .
Soclety,73 |




Like Fidelman, lLevin displays a combination of

spinelessness with foollsh courage. At first cowed by
the administration (the HEAD of the English Department
explaing to Levin)

We need foresters, farm@fs, engine

eers, agronomlsts, fishe«and«game

people, and , « o we need them =

letts be frank = more than we need

English ma jors,

You can't fell a tree, run a fourw

lane highway over a mountain, or

build a dam with poetry,.’%
» Though told that you cannot "build a dam" with poetry,
: ﬁevin, by the end of the novel does dare to speak out
for new courses, Defender of the Humanities, at one point
he asserts that "Democracy owes its existence to the
liberal arts."’® A bearded city=bumpkin, Levin becomes
of age in the West, At first fearful of both men and
mountalins, he learns to stand up to them, having grown
inwardly., Unfortunately, paralleling this ascent of his
splritual maturity he becomes involved in a (sexual) moral
decline as_he'has an animated affair not only wilth a student
but also with a colleaguets wife, At the close of the
ﬁovel, howevery, he decldes to assume his full burden, dew
Parting Cascadla, his faculty-wifesmistress (with her two
children an& pregnant with hls own) in tow,

The year in Cascadis made a prmfmund‘change on Leving

He is able to partially find himself and take on résp@nsibility

not only fof himself, but for others as well, He moves

d
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from Milguetoast to Quixote to Aeneas, In September

before school began he had been told (following an unw=

successful tussle in the hay) "tDon't think those whiskers

on your face hide that you ain't a mén.* This broke

Levin up6"76 By June of the next year he is able to stand
up to his cuckolded colleague, when he is told . + »

"An older woman than yourself and
not dependable, plus two adopted
kids, no cholce of yours, no job
or promise of one, and other
assorted headaches, Why take thatb
load on yourselfs"

"Because I can, ybu son of & biteh,"’?
And he ocan,

As with so many of the people that we meet in Malamud's

fiction, spiritual progress 1is not to be measured in pounds

but inrounaes, not in hours but in degrees, Yet for all

his continuing faults, he 1s the better man for his exw=
periences,
In the last group of Malamudis Jews we find an assortw

f f‘ _ment of faces, There are several luftmenschen sketched w

the professional pyrobtechnic "macher® (The Assi&tant),

Shimon Susskind the refugee (in the Fidelman stories),

Pinye Salzman the marriage broker ("The Magic Barrel™),
and Oskar Gassner ("The German Refugee™), We also find

some Jewish antie~Semites, specifically Henry LevineFreeman

("The Lady of the Lake"), and Harry Cohen ("The Jewbird"),

The theme of Jewish anti-Semitism will be discussed below

in a later section,




In addition we meet Leo Finkle, the soon=-to-be
ordained Rabbinical student, as well as some already

ordained Rabbls (in The Assistant, The Maglec Barrel,

Idiots First)e Rabbis do not have large roles, but they

are presented favorably. In "Idiots First" the Rabbl is
(familiarly) @verwgeherous, giving up hisvnewlkafbantto tihe
0ld man Mendel, ‘In this story which gives 1ts name to the
full @olleeﬁion, we meet Mendel's idlot son, Isaae,
Pishbein "who substitutes Philanthropy (organized charity)
for Tove of Man"’® and the strange character of Ginzburge
Ginzburg along with Schwartz of "The Jewbird" and
Alexander‘Levine of "Angel Levine" together form & subw
category of their own, They are human, bubt nob=humsan,
that is they are explicitly figments of Malsmud!s imaginaw
tion rather thaﬁ "real® people; they testilfy to Malamudts
proclivity for the fabulous, The bird Schwartz ("The
Jowbird®) whorloaks like a crow is in fact a Jewbird
("once removed" from a Jewfish he explains’?), the talking
bird probably symbolizes the persecuted, wandering 0stjuden,
On another level the bird may represent Bveryman for as
Malamud has observed "all men are Jews™ and by logical
extension all birds are men are Jews, Alexander Levine,
("Angel Tevine™), a Negfo, who (in his own words) has
"fecently baen“disinearnated'into an angel ., ; o 8 bona
fide angel orf God, within prescribed limitations , « »

not to be confused with the members of any particular
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seet, order, or organizetion here on earth operating under
a similar name" explaing that "all my life I was, willingly
/8 5ewg"80 pMaybe. Malamud created himj Malamud should
know, but knowing Malamud this may be & hoax, It has been
suggested that he 1s really a symbolic Satan in the Job=
like story in which he appears,8) but this is to be dealt
with in Chapter Four. Ginzburg ("Idiots First"), clearly
seems to be the Ang@l of Death, yet he does seem to.su@@umb
to human kiﬁdnesﬁgz for while he had stated that he 1s not
"in the anthropomorphic business" that "the law is the law
s o o the cosmic universal law, goddamit; the one I got te
follow mysalf"85 he either relents to Mendel!s pleas or
possibly to higher intervention,

In great coptraat to sueh writers such as Saul Bellow,
Philip Roeth, J; D. Salinger, Herman Wouk, Bruce Jay Fried«
man and so forth, none of the major Jewish characters that
Malamud portrays ever ha?q sttained notable status econ=
omically, socially or politlcally., Their forte is spiritual,
not temporal. We just do not find judges, lawyers, doctors,
Indian chiefs, industrialists, politiclans or bank presidents,
They know poverty from direct eﬁperienca, not via the |

liberal press, In faect with few exceptions their newse

papers are the New York Daily News or The Forward, not

the New York Times, the Washington Post or the Wall Street

Journal,,
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2. Where do they live?

In the first five works there are bubt three areag in

which Malamudts Jews (or for that matter his noneJews)
lives New York City, the Paciflc Northwest, and Itély,
The vast majority live in New York City, primarily the
Bufroughs of Brooklyn and Manhattan, As discussed above

in Chapter Two, the action of The Assistant takes place

in Brooklynin@ar Ocean Parkway, wilth perhaps one or two
forays to Coney Island. BSeveral of the_shont stories take
place in Manhatten: the Village, the East Side, or with
Leo Finkle the Yeshiva student, in upbtown Manhattan, The
nelghborhood is not necessarily Jewish, ™"The Karps,
Pearls and Bobers, representing attached houses and stores,
but'other&ise detachment, made up the small Jewish segment
of this gentile commuhity."84 Neighbors, if mentioned,
may be Yan Italian family of three middle—aged.sons ; P
a sullen, childless couplé’named Hoffman o« o Ignaeé, |
the small, bentwback janitor," ("The Mourners"),B5 ward

Minogue, Niek and Tessié Fuso; carl Johnsen, or the

"Pollisheh," (The Assistant),86

| Avsmali store is central in many of the New York
Stories., Time and again (for both Jew and nonwJew) it is
"~ described ih.terma that vary between "tomb" and "pris&n“,
the upshot bging that it is a graveyard,

"A store is a prison., Look for .
something better,"

"At least you're your own boss,®
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"To be a bgss of nothing is
nothing,"®

"mhis kind of a store is a
death tomb, positive,"88

"Kiddo, this is a mistake,
This place ls a grave, Here
they will bury you if gou
“dontt get out quicki"8

In the story titled "The Prison" the store is the institubion,
Tommy Castelli the prisonernowner, and in “The Death of Me"
the owner actually dies at the story's end ,

Though entombed, steadily moving to a financial or
literal graveyard, the storeowﬁers seem'. afraid to go into
bankruptey less they lose pride and whatever savings they
may still possess, |

Even 1f there are not frequent deﬁcripbiong of the
neighborhoods, from what is mentioned we are impressed
by the fact that they are old and somewhat run~down, This
is not suburban, rather slumeurban New York City. Two
short descriptions are illustrative, Leo Finkle lives
"in a small, almost meager room, though crowded with
books" "ese amid some pliles of books, a onew~burner gas
stove® 90 may be Tound,

Manischevitzts flat « + » was a
meager one, furnished with a few
sticks of chairs, a table, and
bed, in one of the poorer sections
of the clty., 'There were three
roomas: & smell, poorly=papered
living room; an apology for a
kitehen, with & wooden icebox,91

In the New York division we might mention the story
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"Take Pity" which probably takes place in the after-world
(¢ 'New York City'Lemala?) and that "Black Is My Favorite
Color® and “Angél Leviﬁe“ take place specifically in Harlem,
In this last story, Malamud brillisntly describes a Black
"store front" synagogue, its inhabitanﬁs, and their
comments on the Seripture.?®
In Italy, aside from Henry Levin-Freeman who is on a
vacation and therefore can afford a moderate "pensione in
& ville no£ far from , . o fronting the Stresa shore"9d
on Lagoe Magglore, no one lives well, The whole story
"Behold the Key" deals with Carl Schneider?s unsuccessful
attempt to find cheap housing while he does his Ph.D.
research in Rome, Artﬁro Fldelman moves from poor to
poorer pensiones, suffers without heat in Annamariats
"top rlobr + o o thickly clutbtered artistts studic /Which
sme1$§7'arématiaally of turpentine and oil paints®9% and
his last &bode is as a priéoner in the Milan "Hotel du
Ville, a jolnt for pr@atitutes who split thelr fees with
~ the padrone for the use of & room,"95
Qur man in Cascadia (Oregon) 1ives just off campus
in & rooming house run by & nearsdeafl old lady, The
rgeographidal position of Cascadia 1s of some significance
for Malamﬁd deals extensively with the beauty of the
countryside - farms, forests, mountains - and how Levin
relates to ﬁaturea |

A city boy let loose, Levin took
in all the sights, stopping for
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five minutes at his first row of
rural mail boxes . o o A8 he walked,
he enjoyed surprises of landw

scape: the variety of green, yellow
brown and black fields, composie
tions with distant trees , » o withe
out Investment to speak of he had
become rich in sight of nature,

a satisfying wealth . « o now he
took in miles of countryside « a
marvelous invention. He had never
seen so many horses, sheep, pigs
across fences, The heavy Herefords
"o o o bturned white faces to the

road as he went by. He had never
seen one in the open before, or
black Anéuﬂ; they had never seen

a Levin, Y0

i Bl ol N

At moments it 1s through Nature that Malamud expresses

Tevints feelings, "To get away from what he could not

esaépe he drove his ecar on dusty country roads leading
nowhere . « « lonely crows flew up from the fields, White

farmhouses and « o » barns were lonely, cows and horses,

every living thing., Trees were lonely, fences, so was the
horizon, That somehow was the worstl.*97 It is also

through Nature (one day on a walk in the forest) that he

"fatefully” meets Pauline Gilley andvthey begin their

affair, "He was throughout conscious of the marvel of it =
in the open forest, nothing less, what triumphi"98
The other descriptions relevent to Tevin are baslcally

those of the campus buildings and the fact that his room

has a private entrance allowing Pauline to enter unobserved,

Again in contrast to other presenteday Jewish writers,

nene of the Jewish characters live in suburbisa, shopping at

the A&Pvar”Safeway,vtransporbing thelr children to ballet
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and/or judo lessons in their station wagons, commuting in
cars or by trailn, They are not mnine to.five people., Aslde
from New York City no major metropolis with a large Jewish
popuiation‘is represented (neither Chicago, Lios Angeles,

Philadeiphia nor San Francisco) not even Cincinnatil}
3. Organized Jewlsh life,

There.are very few references in the stories to
organized Jewish 1ife; Barring some limited, passing
comments dealing with synagogues, the Joint Distribution
Committee, the United Jewish Appeal, and}a few instances

of the chevra kadisha, Malamud ignores the plethora of

institutions in the Jewish community., Apperently no one
belongs to Hadassahy O,R.T,, B'nal Bvrifh, Pioneer Women,
the American Jewish Congress, the American Jewish Commitiee,
the Central Conference of American Rabbls, or the Zionlst
Organization of America. Slgnificantly no one seems to

gsubseribe to Midstream, Gommentary, Congress biﬁﬁeeklx,

the Reconstructionist, Dimensions or Conservative Judalsm,

nor is there evidence that the Jews are reading Look, Life,

Time, Newsweek, Harper's, McCallsg, Better Homes and Gardens,

Sports Illustrated, True, Playboy or even Readerts Digesti

4. And Frank Alpine,

Up bto this moment we have dealt with the Jewish
chara@t@rsciaund in Malamudts fictlon, Though that is the
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intent of this section, we shall include here some comments

on Frank Alpine who, by the end of The Assistant, formally

converts to Judaism (via b'rit mila), ASs we shall see in

Chapter Four, Frank is a modern representation of Saint
Francis of Assisl but he does the Saint one betters he
moves from love of birds to love of Man, Frankt's initial
tie to Jews is when he becomes Morris Boberts assistant
in the grocery. He does this partially out of guilt (he
had participated in a holdwup of Morrist! store), he wants
t¢ do penance, though he explains to Morris that he is
thinking-Qf owning a grocery and so could learn on the
job, though the grocer tells him that he could learn

more at the A&P,99 Pinally (in & deus ex machina manner)

he suddenly is there when'Morris collapses from weakness
and fatigua, Though Ida Bober objeets, Frank takes over
with the words "I need the experience 100 Experience
here means mpr@ than guilt, penitance or practical work =
1t is (perhaps unconseiously for Frank) the business of
moving from "a man into a mensah.“101

As Theodore Solotareflf has rémarked§

Malamudts figures have, or galin, an
-expert knowledge of suffering, whether
in the flesh from poverty and illness, /
or in the mind from frustration and
TeMOYrsSe ., . o Jews (and his Gentiles)
are connected to easch other not by
religious and soclal ties but by a
common fate of error and ill luck and

- sorrow, of having lost much by their
‘mistakes and recovered little by thelr
virtues ,+V%
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Frank has suffered poverty of body and spirit. Everye

thing that he has worked for turns to dust in his hands =

"with me one wrong thing leads to another , . . I want the
moon 80 all I get 18 cheese o « o When I need it most somew
thing is missing in me, in me or on sccount of me,"103

Though he is a non=Jew (for most of the novel), several

items in his biography are reminiscent of the early life of

S Levin, Both knew poverty directly, have had an unhappy
childhoody, and bummed about a bit before they go through

their spiritual transformation,

Frank went one "“The week after I

was born my mother was dead and
buried., I never saw , , , even a
picture o « « One day my old man

e ¢« o btakes off and that was the

last T ever say of him ., + o raised
in an orphans! home , . » they farmed
me out to a tough family, I ran

away ten timeq. o o

Levin explaina thats

the emotion of my youth was humilses
.ilation, That wasn't only because

" we were poor. My father was
continuously a thief , « & died in
prison., My mother went crazy and
killed herself, One night I came
home and found her sitting on the
kitehen floor looking at a bloody
knife o ¢« o I bocame a drunk , o »
I drank, I stank, I was filthy,

- skin on bone ., ., o my eyes looked
as though they had been pilssed on,
I saw the world in yellow light

e o o One morning in somebody's .
filthy cellar, I awoke under burlep
bags and saw Tg rotting shoes on a
broken chair, 5

From the cellar experience Levin beglnsg to move toward his
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new life, Coincidentally Morris Bober finds Frank, cold,
shivering, asleep in the cellar - and so Frank's l1life

ahanges; (Notes Roy Hobbs of The Nabtural shares a similar

background his mother was a whore, his father died young,lo6
and he too wandered around unsuccessfully for some years
before his $tory begins,)

Be The Non=Jews

Though in thils paper we are more interested in Malamud's
Jewish,characters, what they do and say, some attention must
be paid to the Gentiles, especially since one of the novels
has no overt Jews in it (though we find some Biblieal
bthemes in it);

The most oubstanding non~Jew is Roy Hobbs of The Natural.

Roy is thirty~five, a major league baseball player, though
we met him for one chapter at age twenty in his prewgame
days, He has had, like many of the Jews, a hard luck past,
only in part due to hiﬁselfs He 1s a Natural player, a
combination Willie Mays-Babe Ruth-Mickey Mantlﬁwmed Williams,
& brilliant pltcher cut down in his youth who makes an
unheard-of comeback in his miduthirties, Roy is intent on
breaking every record in the books, He wants to be "the
best there ever was in the game ,"107  Unfortunately he is
also dishonest enough to be tempted into taking & bribe -
to throw the game that would put his bteam into the World
Series, The parallels to the Chicago White Sox scandal

Involving "Shoeless Joe" Jackson are intriguing,l08
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(Notes 1In 1919 eight members, including Joseph "Shodless
Joe" Jackson were indicted on a charge of fraud and later
were banned from professional baseball for throwing the
World Series of that year, This is sometimes called the
"plack Sox" scandal,) ‘

Among Roy'!'s acquaintances are the dishonest.Judge
Goodwill Banner, who ls a parteowner of the bteam; "Pop"
Fisher th@‘manager; Harriet Bird, Memo Paris and Iris
Lemon the women in Reyt!s lifej; an underworld figure, Gus
Sands, and some of the players, Since these oharacters are
importanyvfor\their symbolism in the different roles that
they play in the three intertwining myths, we shall discuss
them more in Chapter Four, not spending time on them nows
Suffice it to say that Roy, unlike Frank Alpine (and S.
Levin), does not move from "man to mensch" because he

plainly does not learn from the pagt;

Gerald Gilley, the cuckolded colleague in A New Life
is a professor of English at Cascadla College, He 18 a
budding administrator, restless, ambitious, an outdoorsman
and sports enthuaiast, but when it comes to literal mane
hood he 1s sterile, (Pauline complains that she "married
& man with no seeds at all,"109 A politieal conservative,
he is afraid to innovate lest he figuratively "rock the
boat " "rhatts how those things_g@m the "geedless™ (Glilley
b@lis LeVih, "Tt1s best to be philosophical about 1t,%110

Nelther man nor mensche
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Other non=Jews fit into storles as college professors

(A New Life, "A Cholce of Professions,"” "The Maidts Shoes");

shepkeepers or workers ("The Death of Me," "The Prison,®
"rhe Bill"); journalists and real estate men ("Behold the
Key," "Life is Better than Death") and we even meet some
petty criminals ("Naked Nude,™ "Black is my Favorite
Color®),

Sidney Richman has suggested that only Jews succeed
in Malamudts fietion, learning from the pastlll but the
ex=call girl Mary Lou Miller (™A Choice of Professions")
and George Stoyonovich ("A Summer ! 8 Reading") would seem
to disprove this, Both these characters make slgnificant
changes in thelr l1life style and while they do not deal with
great moral questions as do IFrank, Levin, and to an extent
Fidelman, they still "succeed" and would appear to be on
their way to significant change,

As to the contention that Malamud's non=Jews are not
8s convineing or believable as his Jewsy1l2 this 1s an indie
vidual judgment, bub one thét I do not find supportable,
The non~5ews ﬁay not often be admirable characters (many
of the Jews are not elther) but they do stand up in their
own right, such as Annsmaria Oliovino ("Still Life"), the
thieves in both "Naked Nude" and “Black is My Favorite Color"
and the jilted pair in "Life is Better Than Death," Roy
Hobbs may be a fool, somewhat self=centered, immature, and

no moral hero, but he is bellevable as a characteri Though
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relative to Yakov Bok in The Filxer non=Jews have only minor

roles in that novel, there too we find them very believable

a8 people,
C. Experiences in a Gentile World,
1l Living in the Jewish Experience,

As we have mentioned, Malamud is seeking to express
something that he feels is true "without preachment /Fo¥/
artists cannot be ministers,f11% Pherefore when we seek
an answer to the Malamud definition of living in the
Jewlsh experience, we are really answering what in his mind
are tﬁa important aspects of being Jewish, not a legal
definition bf Judalsm, In fact, ritual questions are
clearly not of importance for Malamud, Perhaps clearest
expressed by the rabbl who delivered Morris Beberis eulogy,
we begin to understand Malamudts intent when we read the
words that are put in the fabbi?a,mouth¢

"When a Jew dies, who asks if he
is a Jew? He is a Jew, we don't
ask, There are many ways to be
.8 Jew, 8o 1f somebody comes to
me and says, 'Rabbl shall we eall
such a man Jewish who lived and
worked among gentiles and sold
them plg meat o « « and not once
In twenty years comes inside a
. 8ynagogue, 1s such & man a Jew,
rebbi?t To him I will say, 'Yes,
Morris Bober was to me a Jew bes
cause he lived in the Jewish
experience, which he remembered,
~and with the Jewish heart,? Mayw
“‘be not our formal tradition - for
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this I don't excuse him « but he

was true to the splrit of our life =
to want for others that Kﬂioh he
wants also for himself.l

Mortis Bobér himsalf, earlier in the novel was con=
fronted by Frank Alpine who asked him ™¥hat I would like
to know is what is a Jew anyway?“115 Morris, at Ffirsh
startled, explains that "the important thing is the Torah.,
This is the Law - a Jew must believe in the Law,"11l6 prank,
knowing a bit about Judaism, chldes the groecer for keeping
0pén on holidays, not wearing a kipah, and ignoring the

laws of kashruth, Morris repliess

"This is not important to me if I
taste plg or 1f I don't., To some
Jews 1s this important but not to
me, Nobody will tell me that T am
not. Jewish because I put in my
mouth once in a while, when my
tongue 1s dry, a plece ham, Bub
they will tell me, and I will be=
lieve them, if I forget the Law,
This means to do whal is right,

to be honest, to be good, This
means to other people, Our life
is hard enough. Why should we
hurt somebody elsef For everys
body should be the best, not only
for you or me, We aintt animals,
This is why we need the Law. This
is what a Jew believes,"ll7

Not satisfied, the assistant replies that "other

réligions have those ildeas too;mlla Morrist! seeming
répetdtiicus; answer that "If a Jew forgets the Law . « » he
18 not a good Jew, and not a good man,"1l9 would seem %o
indiogte that for Malamud/Bober while other rellglions may

"have those ideas too" the good Jew acts/ feels/ in this
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life, that it 1s not a cerebral response but one which
comes from the gut,. This would be borne out by the notable
change we ses in Frank., AS the novel progresses he is more
and more effected by Morrist life, Jonathan Baumbach has

shown that"The Assistant has two cenbral biographiess the

1ife and death of Morris Bober, unwlbting salnt, and the
guilt and retribution of Frank Alpine, saint elect, the
first 1ife.creating the pattern and possibility of the
second,"+20  In the beginning, Frank is able to steal but
towards the end of the novel he reflects the tsadlk that
was Morris. "Then one day, for no reason he could give,
though the reason felt familiar . + o he was honest in

. the store,"12l "ge had changed into somebody else, no
longer what he had been, . JM122 nppe day in April Frank
went to the hospital and bed himself eirecumcised. For a
coupie'of days he dragged himself around with & pain bew
tween his legs. The pain enraged'an& inspired him., After
Passover he became a Jew;“igﬁ In a way this psychologlcal
change is & elasslc example of teshuvah (repentance),

For Malamud, it would seem that to be a Jew is to be
responsible for your fellow men, This is not an optional
act, but one that is part and parcel of living in the
Joewlsh experience, It means an ldeal which may cause
suffering, but it is part of the privilege. This is ex~
preésed b& a dialogue between Arthur Fidelman and hils

86quaintence (Jewlsh conscience?) Shimon Susskind,
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"Am I responsible for you then,
Susskindo®
"Who elsef"
"Why should T bef®

"You know what responsibility:
means?y

T think so0e"
"Phen you are responsible, Bew

cause you ara,al an, DBeecause
you are a Jewg"1<4

In one 6r the short stories Malamud suggests that Tove
of Man is an ideal, whiech 1If not yet reached, is at least
within reach, Ieo Finkle, the Yeshiva student, 1s forced

to realize his own inadequacy in this crucial area. Throagh
a certain set of events, he 1s made to realize . o »

the true nature of his relatlione

ship to God, . + » that apart from
his parents, he had never loved
anyone, Or perhaps 1t went the
other way, that he did not love God
8o well as he might, because he had
not loved man, It seemsed to Teo that
his whole life stood starkly revealed
and he saw himself for the first time
as he truly was - unloved and lovew
less o & «.-but gradually . « « he re=
gained his composure and some idea of
purpose in life, o o although_ he was
imperfect, the ldeal was not,

By way of contrast, two "negative"™ Jews are the selfe -
denying, selfw~hating Jew Henry Levin~Freeman in "The Lady
of the Lake"™ who specifically loses his love because of

his eonéisténb denial, and the rapacious landlord Gruber

1n "The Mourners™ who 1s told off by one of his tenants
with the words: "Who hurts a man without reason? Are you a

\
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Hitler or a Jewyhl26

Malamud may be taking a swipe at organized religion
in general when he has one of the thieves (“"Naked Nude™)
poke fun at 1t, though this is only conjecture, "We all
live off the dead and they live off us, Take for instance
religion,"127 In another story ("Life is Better Than
Death"), We.fead that "Prayers have little relevance to the
situation, To my way of ﬁhinking the whole thing was no
more than a coilncidence, I8 best not to go too far with
religion or 1t becomes troublesome."128 fThat both these
lines are spoken by non=Jews 1s probably not relevant as
suche

Morality and acts, not creeds and catechismss: “If
& Jew forgets the Lew," Morris ended, "he 1s not a good
Jew, and not a good man,"129

2, Jews among gentiles, anti=-Semitism,
Jewish self=hatred

a, Jewlsh mistrust of gentiles,

Amti»Semitism is not a major theme in Malamud's wérks
ﬁThByEixer,bging an exoebtion) though it raises its ugly
head from time to time, His Jews seem to be aware of the
Potential,Abuﬁ aside from an lsolated comment in one of the
short stories (Nat Lime remembers his mother cautioning him
"Nathan,,she said, if you ever férg@t you are a Jew a goy

Will remind you"130) fear of anti=Semitism is not overt,
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Certainly nothing like the phoblas of the central charsacter
in Bruce Jay Friedman's Stern or Sophie in Phililp Roth's

Portnoyts Complalint is apparent in Malamud!s work,

From time %o time we find that Ida Bober is "a little
troubled at the thought of a strangert!s presence below"
(in the store) "a goy, after all,“lal and that she credits
Frank's success in the grocery to his beling a gentile, for
% the goyim.in the neighborhood were happler with one of
their own, A Jew stuck in their throats.,” These state=
ments, however, are Infrequent, What bothers her and Morris
more 18 the danger of daughter Helen's amorous relatione
ship with Frank - "How could you kiss a goy%?e « « 1f you
marry such & man your whole 1life will be poisoned ¢ we
For & Jewlish girl must be a Jew,"132 gewish is Jewish and,
as Malamud éxpresaed it in "The German Refugee" (concerning

Germen enti-Semitlism), "Gentile is gentile,"133
b, Christian enti-Semitism.

| Though the Jews dp not really worry about them, we
do find some Christian anti-Semities, An example in The
~Assistant;is Ward Minmgue who specifleally engineers the
hold-up, commenting "I don't care if 1tt's Karp or Bober,
a Jew 1s a Jew,"154 (And as mentioned above "Gentile is
gentile ) At a later time he rebukes Frank for working
for Bober, and spitting at the assistant, he snarls "You

stinking kike,"158
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Mentioned above (Chapter two, page 29) we have
already noted that Nat Lime was the viectim of Black antie
Semitism, /

In A New Life, since Levin ;s never specifically labe Le
ed & Jew, it is:diffioult to know the full intent of
Professor Gilley's remarks - (are they aimed at New Yorkers
in general, or the more probable answer: at Jewa?) when we
read "T didn't expect you to know that because yéu have
the New Yorker'®s usual cock~eyed view of the rest of the
country, You are still an outsider looking in," 186 ang
"Listen, Levin, why don't you go back where you ceme from

to the stinking goddamn New York subwayse®137

ce The Holocaust,

Malamud is very conscilous of the murder of one third
of our people by the Nazis, There are frequent references
to this horror in his works., In an interview in 1958 he
stated “The suffering of the Jews ia'a distinet thing for
me, I,for one belleve that not enough has been made of the
tragedy of the destructlion of 6,000,000 Jews . o Somebody
has to cry = even if it's just a writer, 20 years later,"138

The clearest references are in the story Y“The German
Refugee," the tale of Oskar Gassner, the Berlin critic and
Journalist who had come to New York "a month before
Kristallnacht, when the Nazis shattered the Jewlsh store
windows and burnt all the synagogues,"13® November 9 = 10, -

1938, After making some initial progress in his adopted
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country (he delivers a successful lecture on Walt Whitman)
Gassner commits suleide when he finds out that his gentile
wlfe, whom he had left in Germany, had converted and conw
sequently been murdered by the Nazls, In a letter from his
mother=in-law he read thats
one night the Brown Shirts appear,
and though the mother wildly waves
her bronze crucifix . o « they drag
Frau Gassner « « « out of the + «
house, and transport /her/ in '
lorries to a small border town in
conquered Poland, There, it is
rumored, she is shot in the head
"and topples into an open tank diteh,
with the nsaked Jewish men, their
wives and children, some Polish
soldiers, and a handful of gypsi930140
The sulcide by Gassner (a man who had a Whitmanesque faith
in‘life) has serious nuences, The wider implications for
mankind of this tragedy 1s caught by one eritic who points
out that "to the Germans, the love of death has led to the
death of lovej to Oskar, the death of love has led to the
love of deatha"lél‘ As our society too often loves violence
( the béttlefield, the gridiren, the wild wild west), are
we not doing violence to love of Man%

In other short stories we read of a man ("The First
Seven Years"), "who had by the skin of his teeth escaped
Hitlerts incinerators";142 a woman ("The Loan"), whose
brother sagyifices his own chénaes to get her out of
Germeny3143-a girl ("The Lady of the Lake"), whose bared
breasts reveal "a bluish line of distorted numbers,

'Buchenwald,! Isabella said, twhen I was a Llittle girle
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The Fascists sent us there, The Nazls did 1t,1m144 e
also come across a cemetery in Rome ("The Last Mohican®),
where next to an empty space is a marble slab engraved wlth
a six~pointed star and the words, for "My beloved father/
Betrayed by the damned Fascists/ Murdered at Auschwitz

by the barbarous Nazis/ 0 crime Orribile 145

Though less clear in intent, Malamud may be commenting
on the Holoéaust, and the non~response of so much of the
"eivilized" world, when he describes the eviection of the
old, exhausted, weak, retired eggw-candler Kessler ("The
Mdurners")®7“H@ shouted, struggled, pleaded with his
neighbors to help him, but they looked on in a silent group

outside the door 146 This too, & crime orribile, is alw
most parallel in its forece %o the dialogue (in Elie Wieselts

The Town Beyond the Wall) between the narrator and the man

who stood in Szerencsevdros at his window in 1944, without
sham@,bwithout remorse, without sadness as the Jews of that
town were rounded up and transported away by the Nazis,Ll47
That QEEMEEEEK on, one level represents The Holocaust will

be discussed in Chapter Sixo
d, Jewish self-hatred,

Malamuad has nothing but the deepest disdain for those
Jews who would deny thelr origin or work agalnst their own
- People, TIn two of his most powerful short stories, we find

8 devastating view of these turn~coabs, Henry Levin (“The
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Lady of the T.ake") takes on the name of Henry R. Freeman
"for no reason he was sure of, except that he was tired of
the past -~ tired of the limitations it had imposed upon
him,"148 "he had considered Le Vin but preferred Freeman," 149
When he meets Tsabella della Seta -~ who calls herself
Isabella del Dongo and does nmﬁ/admitlggx being Jewish
until the final fateful moment - he refuses to admit his
origins when she specifically asks him if he is Jewish,
though he explains that "he personally had nothing against
them"190 pHow thoughtful., Throughout the story Isabellsa
gives broad hints that she, in faect, 1s Jewish, and &he
continues to question Henry who nonetheless maintains his
fiet;on; At one point when looking at the Alps she asks
"Dontt those péaks~those seven = look like a Memorsh? o « e
Or do yﬁu see the Virgints crown adorned with jewelsé"15l
Elsewhere the two go swimming at night, and Henry haé the
fleeting fear that she has seen his ciroumeision, He felt
"constrained to tell her ﬁﬂat ¢ircumcision was de rigueur
in stateside hospltals; but he didn't dare, She may not have
noticed,"152 At the climax of the story Isabella reveals
hér past (she 1is the girl with the numbers tatoeed on her
breast (page 6l), Just before she disappears into the
shadows she turns to a stunned Henry and explains "I cantt
marpry you. We are Jews, My past 1s meanlngful to mé. I
treasure whgt T suffered for,"153 fhe denier denied,

In the second story that deals with Jewish self«hatred,
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"The Jewbird," Harry Cohen contimually berates Schwartz,
the feathered refugee, At every turn he makes l1life miserable
for the bird. When Schwartz first flies into the Cohen's
kitchen he momentarily alights on the table, "Cohen, putting
down his beer glass and swatting at the bird /Femarks/ 'Son
of a biteht1l54

The bird cawed hoarsely and wilth

a flap of 1ts bedraggled wings =

feathers tufted this way and

that ~ rose heavily to the top

of the open kitchen door, where

it perched staring down,

"Gevalt, a pogromi" 159

Semuel Welss has suggested that the "bedraggled
tblackbirdt is rejected humanity, the homeless refugee
used by the weak to vent their failures,"156 This too,
but more speeifically the bird, can be understood to
'repreéénﬁlthﬁ refugee 0stjuden in the 1930's (or alternately
the homﬁless Jews forced to move around throughout history).
Gohen'therefore ls a figure for the assimilated German
‘Jews (or alternately, on another level, intolerant Jews or
Christian persecutors), Or is it that Cohen répresenﬁs the
Jew Americanized or Westernized or de~orientalized (and to
that extent de~judaized), whereas the Jewbird is still the
Jew of old, exotie in every setting, nowhere at home
(except where charity is)?157
When asked why he fléw into their home and for where

he was headed, Schwartz replies "where therets charity It1l

80o" Cohen badgers the bird asking "are you forgetting
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what it means to be migratory?"198 and explains %o his

wife that Msooner or later the bird goes, That I promise
you," 59 Some time passes, then Gohen suggests, in a way
reminiscent of the caricatures in Julius Streichert!s Der
Stuermer, that Schwartz wants to have illicit relations
with Cohen's wife, and then adds "how do I know youlre &
bird and not some kind of goddamn devil?"160 Ir we were

to substitﬁhe the word "Jew" for bird, the remark could

come diréetly from the Middle Ages, or from the Third

Reich, Finally, one Winter's night, Cohen, in a moment of
rage, grabs the bird by the feet, and with a furious heave,
flings him out of the window, The final act of self«hatred
and re jection, Though the episode may (also) be a commentary
on iewish history in Christian Burope, it is Harry Cohen
(how much more Jewish need & neme be?) and not Harry Chmiele
nickil who abuses the Jewbird, Malamﬁd might alse have had
in mind the Hannah Arendt thesis that the uppereclass Jews
sacrificed the Jewish masses during the Nezl period, At |
the very least we may see this as an example of Jewlsh

self-hatred,
B, Suffering and Redemption among the Jews

In numerous articles and reviews critlcs have suggested
that Malamud's Jews are inordinately concerned with suffere
ings pain seems to be their meaning in life. Robert Alter

indicates that his character!s either manipulate or are
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manipulated, -6l they either cause or feel hurt., Marcus
Klein suggests that "the Jewish expertise is in suffers
ing « « o suffering is the communion of people under heaven,
The separate Jewish experlence is the paradigm of that
communion," 162

These ldeas may be superficially correct, but they
do not explain enough. Suffering, for Malamud, is not
without pufpoaez we are to learn from our ill fortune and
are consequently to change., That Malémud does not suggest
that onlijews suffer, that they alone are worthy of rew
demption, has already been explained by critic Sidney
Richman,16® What is of key significance is that mants
suffering is linked with his being free, for otherwise
his ﬁ&in would be pointless, and frequently (and especially
when it cémes‘to the specific gquestion of suffering) the

Jew 18 a metaphor for humanity.

1. The Jew as metaphor for humanlty.

Joseph Featherstone wrote thabt for Malamud Yall men
are Jews,"164 while another oritic suggested that "Bernard
Malemud . . o speaks for all people,"165 yet closest to
the answer is Theodore Solatéroff who noted wisely that
"Malamid's Jewlshness is at ype of metaphor , . . for the
tragic dimension of anyone's life and for a code of
personal morality and salvation that is more psychological
than religious,"166 |

Malamud uses Jews because he knows them best, but his
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audience is wider than that of the Jewish community. He
has stated that for him the role of the author, the role

of literature, is to show a way "to keep civilization from

destroying itself,"167 and the real commitment to humenity

on the part of his Jews demonstrates a path to the presere

vation of human 1life, "My premise™ says the author "is

for humanism and against nihillsm, And this 1s what I try
to put in m& writing%,“lGB Like a modern Isaiah, Malamud®s

Jews cen be understood as a Wlight unto the nations"

(Iga’ 42). v N

2. Mants freedom,

“Man is responsible for his actlons and can neither

‘abdicate that responsibility nor disown the consequences

of those actions®3169 though spoken of playwrilght Arthur
Miller, this could as well be a capsule of Malamud!s

concept of mants freedom and hils duty. Though we are

deeply influenced by the past, and it cannot but have some
effect on our lives, it need not rule us, We work out our

own destiny, it 1s not pre«determined, Though 8. Levin

can be amazed "how past-drenched present time was"l70 and

he can reflect that "the past hides but is present,"171l

nhonetheless he 1s also the man who consclously (and

successfully) exhorts himself to "keep the ciroleibrokent 172
and who discovers on a gut level that he "was a free man®
for "the source of freedom 1s the human spirit,"L173

According to our author, we are able to have a major
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say in our own affairs, Of course, we do not llve in a
complete vacuum, there are influences upon us ("the past
hides but is present”) yet when it comes to moral declsions,
we carry our own burden for better or for worse, His
stories teach us that we can perform acts of "spiritusl
autonomy perreeﬁ enough to persuade us that the possibility
of freedom from the determinings of history and-soaiolagy

st1ll exists,174

If we choose to change, we are free to do So0; we can
make the break. We might not »each perfection, but we are
able to modify our position morally, ILdke a mod@fﬁ
hzekiel, Malémud tells us that the "sins of the fathers"
have no bearing "on the sons" (Ezekiel 18). Frank Alpiné’s
father\was a reeiuse, leaving his son to be raised In an
mrphanageg Prank himself had been & thief; TLevints father
| was a thier who had died in prison, his mother a sulcide,
but both Frank and Sy Levin are able to become menschen,
"I%1s true, he's not bthe séme man , » « she had despised
him for the evil he had done, without unaerstanding the
why or éftermath, or admitting there could be an end to
the bad and a beginning of good., It was a strange thing
about peoplev- they could look the same bubt be different
B he~had changed into somebody else, no longer what he
had beeny" 175

To chahge, however, we mqst believe in ourselves and

the possibility for improvement. We must not bewail our
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condition, feeling that everything 1s fated against us,
Morris Bober, though a good man, a good Jew, does notb

grow as a character because, In part, he believes that
"fate" has a way of working against him, "It frustrated
him hopelessly that every move he made seemed to turn

into an inevitable thing."*17® In contrast to this position
we find someone lilke Frark Alpine who speaks of hls free~
dom (not ign@ring that "the past hides but is present" -«

he calls 1t his "character," =« but in any case Frank knows

he 1s capable of a new life),

With the idea of self-control came

the feeling of the beaubty of it =

the beauty of a person being able

to do things the way he wanted to,

to do good if he wanted; and this
feeling was followed by regret . + »
of his character o « « bub today « o »
he made up his mind %o return, bit

by bit until al,'gaid up /The money
he had stoleng717

Again we hear Ezekiel: "Turn from all your transgressions

« « o make yourself a new heart and a new Spirit;“ (Bzekiel 18)

In "Angel Levine" Manischevitz broods whether or not
to trust the tall Negro « yes = no = yes - no - yes "but one
had $ti11 to make a cholce,"178 Always we have the possibile
1tiés, but remain responsible for our declsions, The final
Judgment that we make of a character, and that he makes of
himself - is not how much he has suffered, nor how well he

has coped with his burden, but given the freedom, did he

choose well, did he change morally? As in real life,

Some . characters do, some do not,
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3¢ Sulffering,; Redempbion and the Jews

On one level, The Assistant is a book about suffering

and redemption of’ﬁhé‘soulg In it more than any other of
his works, Malamud fackles the burdensome questlon of why
some men are just plainly lucky and why others "felt

overy schmerz,"179 wor part of the book Frank Alpine acts
as a foll for Morrist! philosophy. As we watch the assistant
‘develop in his relationship to the grocer, we see him grow
morally and intellectually, Fairly early in the work Frank
thinks to himself about the Jewish peoples "that's what they
live fér e o« o to suffer, And the one that has got the
blggest pain . . + and can hold onto it the longest . + »

1s the best Jew 180 Jews, for the assistanﬁ "were born
prisoners,"18l "pity leaks out of /Their/ pants,"182 when

reading'Crime and Punishment, "Raskolnlkovy + « « g8Ve

him a'pains with all his miseries, Frank first had the
idea hexmuat be a Jéw and was surprised when he found out
hé.wasn't.“183

As time mbves on, however, Frank learns that his
thoughts had been too quickly formed, Mistaking pity for
éompassion, he had bullt a false image in his mind, When
he confronts Morris with the specific question why Jews
suffer more than they have to, he is told plainly that
"if you‘iive, you suffer, Some people suffer more, but
not because they want "84

If one still feols that fJews suffer more" in Malamudts
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works, let him consider first that in his fiction there are
more Jews to suffer and sécond let him reconsider the idea

that especlally when it comes to suffering, Malamudts Jews

serve as a metaphor for humanity (page 66),

As Philip Rahv has suggested, Malamud teaches that
suffering 1s not what we look for, but it is what we are
likely to geto185 The question, always present, is what
we do with our suffering, "Suffering and guilt," another
eritic explains, "deepen man's sympathies and urge him to
compassionate sharing with others,"186

This unhappy life may lead bto some sort of redemption
of the soul, Malamud frequently uses nature as a backdrop
for his artistry, and as there is the resurrection and rew=
demptipn of the seasons, s0 we might think that this
necessarily‘is‘so with mankind, Once he recounted his
bitter past to her, Helen Bober turned to Frank and said
"life fenewa itselpn 187 ~« but this is no guarantee. Nature

always renews 1tself, human beings Malamud tells us, musth

work at it, Frank does change, Roy Hobbs of The Natural,
does nots Roy "™thought, I neﬁer did learn anything out of
my past life, now I have to suffer again,"188

The contention that "love" is Malamud's answer %o
redemptiontB9 1s not supportable and this shall be explained
in Chapte& Seven, What Malamud does suggest, however, is
that we can work out our redemptlion through interaction with

Others,190 As Frank Alpine explains "people forgave people =




w7 Dom

who elseft 19l

In doncluﬁion, 1t seems to me that Malamud intends for
us to understand that Sufferimg ls part of the human
condition, We do not seek it, but it is what we are likely
to find., Jews do not suffer more, they are certainly not
"echosen™ for this task, and while 1t is correct to note
that most of his Jewish characters do know a bitter life,
his Jews aré 8 metaphor he uses because he "knows them
best" (a symbolic light unto the nations). Suffering,
mental or physlcal, need not be permenent, we are free to
change,:to redeem our situation, improving ourselves morally,
if noﬁ financially. To do this, however; we must step
forward and act, conseiously, intending to better ourselves,
We should "endure, but with hopeo" \

Perhaps the best summary of Malemud!s views on morality
are offeréd by himself as he puts these words into the
mouth of one of his characterss "Morallty was a way of
giving value to other lives(ﬁhroughmﬁéédring human rights,

As you valued ments lives yours received value, You earned

what you sold, got what you gﬁve. That, if not entirely

true, ought to bee ¢ « « We have no certain understanding

of Nature's intentions, nmor Godts if he intends., We know
the meagérness, ignorance, cruelty of too many men and too
many socleties, We must proteet the human, the good, the
innocent, ‘Those who had discovered their own moral courage,

or ereated it, must joln others who are moral; these must
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lsad, without fanaticism, Any act of good is & dimimution

of evil in the world, o « » To be good, then evil, then good

was no moral way of life, but to be good after being evil

was a possibility of life, You stopped doing what was

wrong and you did right. It was nobt easy but 1t was a

free cholce you might make, and the beauty of it was in the

making, in the rightness of 1t," (italics mine)192




CHAPTER IV

THE PAST IN THE PRESENT

Bernard Malamudts acquaintance with themes and stories
that have come down to us from antiquity, as well as modern
myths, 1s apparent in his fietion, Taking these previously
known narratives, he plaeces his mark upon them by altors
ing cireumstances though still retaining their outlines,
The Bible, Greek and Grall myths, and Christian folklore
are among the sources that Malamﬁd hes put into modern

guise,
4, Jewish Sources,

Malamud once indicated that the Bible had influenced
nis writingel93 This is clearly evident in a number of
his short stories and may be conjectured from some passages

in th@\noVelsé
1. JacobeL,aban=Rachel

The short story "The First Seven Years" is obviously
a modern account of the JacobwlLabanwRachel narrative in
Genesis: "And Jacob served seven years for Rachel"
(Gen.'QQgQO). Malamud!s story parallels thekBibla not
only by its title: both Jacob snd Sobel serve their emm
Pioyers (Laban and Feld) for seven years before they res
¢elve their intended; they are both "refugees," having
Tled for their lives from one country to anothers they are

Several years older than their women; and Laban and Feld =
a7 fhow
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the fathers - in thelr reluctance to accept the impending
nuptials, place impediments before their prospective
sonaminulaw; The suitors not only are willing to ecomply
with the demands of the fathers, but appear to do so without

complaint,
80. J@b

"Angei'L@vine“ is a presenbt=day account of the Book
of Job, complete with Satan playing & role., ILike "The
First Seven Years," there are clear simllarities to the
biblical book, A fire destroys Jobts livelilhood (Job 1316);
flemes consume the tallor Manischevitz! business estabe

lishment, Jobt's children are suddenly killed (Job 1:19):

the tail@rvs son 1s a war e¢asualty, and his daughter runs
off wlth a lout and is never seen again, Job and
Manlschevitz are both afflicted, physieally (the latter
having exeruciating backaches).194 As Job finds his

condition unjust, "for I have not denied the words of the

Holy One®"™ (Job 6:1@), 8o the tallor finds his statbe
"ridiculous, /&nd/ unjust . . o because he had always been
a religious man"19% Job demands an anawer from the Master
of the Universe (Job 7) == his modern céunterpart asks,
"My dear God, sweetheart, did I deserve that this should
happen to me?"196 |

Malsmud, dlspensing with Eliphaz, Bildad, Zophar and

Elihu, brings Saten himself to deal with the tailer in the




-7 G

form of Alexander ("Angel") Levine, Or pefhaps he makes
Levine do the work of the Friends plus Satan, TiJlke many

a Satan figure, Tevine is dressed 1ln dark clothing and his

large feet (probably to hide his eloven hooves) are another

characteristic of devils (why else draw attention to his
big feét?),. Levine admits, as a fallen angel might, his
inabilitj to perform miracles since, due to "certain
eircumstances " (unspecified) he has lost his "privileges
and prerogatives 197 fThat Alexander Levine is a Negro,
is of significancé, for often in Malesmudts writing (as in
literature in general), black symbolizes dapger, or evil,
or the unknowne

To show Satan appearing in human form is consisbtent
with Jewish tradition for 1t was long assumed that this

evil foree, "like all celestial beings . . » flies through

the air ., . . and can assume any form /Including that of &/

man.“lg8 In the store, Levine explains that he "wss transw

mitted" to earth, At the close of the tale, Manischevitz

follows the "Angel" to the roof of the old apartment -

bullding and, while unable to @see Levinets actual departure,

"luekily he could see through a small broken window, He
, heard an odd noise, as though Qf a whirring of wings, and
s ;-ZEQ? could have sworn he saw a dark figure borne
&loft on a pair of magnifieent black wings,"199

In the biblical account, Satants function is to test,

tempt, and discredit Job = by gehbting him to curse God or,
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at least, to deny God's active intervention in man's life,
Similarly, Levinets odd manner, his race, his belng found
in a honky~=tonk bar in Harlem, and his sudden and brash
offer to help Manischevitz following the tallorts trisla,
help to discredit belilef in his being an angel, much less
Godts messenger; By the strangeness of his circumstances
and aehions, he glves Manischevitz plenty of opportunity
and reason to curse God,

Not surprisingly, the teilor, like Job, rails against
the Creator, though he never fully denles his existence,
"Manischevitz visited a Synagogue and there spoke to God,
but God had absented hiﬁsalr ; « o Ho réiled against God =
Can you love a rock, & broom, an emptinessf? Baring his
chest, he smote the naked bones, cursing himself‘for having
believeq.“goo Signifiecantly at the end of both stories
the afflicted ones do affirm belief, The btalilor sigheds:

"7 think you are an angel from

Gode" He said it in a broken

voice, thinking, If you sald it

1% was sald, If you believed

Tioved, you bortevea,Bor’*" "

2 [

Angel Levine's reaction to this admission - "How you have
humiliated me"202 mw may reflect the feeling of the biblical
Satan when he, too, failed in his attempt to discredit his
qﬁarry. | .

Laﬁtly,‘as Job 1s rewarded (Job 42) so is the tailor,
the former by return of health and wealth, the latter with

his wifets sudden recovery,203
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s The Song of Songs

Many of the women described in Malamud's fiction are
pletured in terms of birds and nature - "her body was young,
soft, lovely, the breasts like small birds ; s+ o her ass
like a fl@wer,“BO@ another girl alseo has a "flower=like
pehind,"205 someone else has "flower~like nipples," 206

and Harriet Bird appears as a character in The Natural,

It is not until A New Life, however, that there is a

concerted effort to place all this natural beauty into

the garden of the Song of Songs, As the Song of Songs

is a romantic story set withinlnature, using to full

advantage the imagery of the out=~of=doors, so Malamud

uses this device for added effeet in creating his romance,
When ﬁe first meet Paullne Gilley, she 1s described

as "a 11ly on & long stalk"207 and in Cascadia she is

"a 1ily among thorns" (Song of Songs 2:2), The first

time Lievin makes love to Pauline it is in the open of the

natural forest glade, ("the evergreens were thick, the

ground damp but soft with fir needles and dead leaves"£08),

and we read in the Bible "our couch is leafy, the beams

of our houses are cedars, and our panels are cypresses,"

(8ong of Songs 1:16~17), A% one point the instructorts

thoughts about his mistress w "you are comely, my 1ove@

Your self is loveliness. » « « you have grace, character"209

re an echo of the words "You are beautiful my love . « e

Comely , .  how fair and pleasant you are" (Song of Songs
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634, 727), though when it comes to her chest, she certainly
possesses no "cluster of grapes" (Song 7:9); she reminds
us more of the younger sibling mentioned in the Song, for
she, like the "little sister, . .  has no breasts"
(Song 8:8), |

The day that Levin seduces (ls seduced by ?) Pauline
1s significantly described és being "a warm, suﬁlit day
exhaling pure spring ., . . /The/ winter , . . a few months
of darkish rain, e week of soft wet snow , . . gone
quickly to slush then gone forever,"?l0 In the Bible we
read "Rise up, my love , . . and come away, for the winter
i1s past, the rain is over and gone®™ (Song 2:10~1l), In
both accounts "the flowers appear on the earth" (Song 2:12).211

Other parallels include the coincidental points that

the male figure in the Song is described as bearded

(Song 5:13) as is L&vinglgﬁ the femsle in the Song carrles
the smell of myrrh, alo@srgnd other spices (Song 4),'~
likewise Péuline "smelled like freshwbaked bread, the

bread of flowers®2l3; poth women wear ornaments (a necklace
and pendant earrings, respestively); both voeally yearn
for their lovers; and not the b ast, as the Song of Songs4
has been referred to as a symbolic treatment of Godts love

for Israely, so A New Life represents Malamudts statement

on man's responsibility te mant the ideal is to care, be

compassionate, value lifet "For as you valued men's lives

yours received value . » o - /and sg/ we must protect the
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human, the good, the innocent,"el4
4, The Prophets

We have mentioned above that Malamud!s Jews can be
taken as & metaphor for humenity (page 66), as the
prophetts "light unto the nations.,” We also noticed that
there are parallels to Ezeklel!'s thoughts concerning manvs
freedom of ¢hoiee. As the aixéhucentury prophet felt thatb
the wicked could tufn toward fight@ousness (Ezekiel 18),
80 S8y Levin notes, "to be good after belng evil was a
possibility of life, o + « it was not easy but it was a

free choice you might make 218
In The Natural we find another biblical theme present,

Many of the characters 1n the novel exhibit the specific

faults agalnat which the first Isailah spoke, Though
Malampd.haé denied any conscious iﬁtenﬁ on his partgla
the continulng parallels to Isalaht's propheecy are inw
trigui@g to follew, ULike é mystery novel, the clues are

often hidden just below the surface; yet one point remains

¢learly in view, In The Natural the "key" to the mystery

ils provided by Roy himself, At one point Roy is asked to
"throw" a game, allowing'thé other team to win, Though

he agrees, he comments about the situation: "Woe unto him
who calls evil good and good evil,"2l7 This is a direct
Quotation from Isaiah 5320, |

Roy Hobbs, a natural player, being self=centered,
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at times will aect very sﬁre of himself, He thinks theat
he knows more about baseball than ﬁhe experienced manager,
Pop Fisher, This conceit reflects Isajeh's warning concernsw
ing those who were "wise in thelr own eyes, prudent in their
slght" (Isa, 5:21l), Roy puts great sbobkiimithelbat whish
he had carved and fashioned with his own hands. He refuses
to use any other, causing great consternation for‘tha
manager and the whole ball clube2l8 We get the idea that
he "worships the work of his hands, thet which his fingers
had made® (Isa, 2:8){

Among the shortcomings of the populace of Tsaish's
day was that people would geb drunk, neglecting their
duties (Isa, 5:1l=12), This fault is also exhibited by
Roy, if not often, at least at & crucial point in his career,
When he should be getting rest before an important series,
he turns instead and goes on & wild eating and drinking
orgy 219 As Tsaish Follows this spm@ifi@ condemnation |
with ?he prediction thaé,the wicked shall fall from faéor
(the prophet using the allegory of fire devouringlchaff)
(5224) so we read that Roy also is struck dewn, becoming
very ill., 1In the playerts mind "a bolt of shuddering
}ightningvcame at him from some unknown place"<20 hitting
him in the stomach, (italics mine)

Speaking of the future, the elghthecentury Hebrew
Prophet warned the people that the "netherworld had enlarged

1ts desire" (5:14) and consequently the lofty would be
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brought low, In Malamud's novel we find examples both of
the nethérworld and its desire., Gus Sands, an underworld
figure, is owner of a nightelub called the "Pot of Fire“ggl
(Netherworld/Hades)., Sands is part of the group that would
buy off Roy Hobbs s |

Harriet Bird and Memo Paris, two of the women in
Royts life, both btempt him, preventing the playef from
suceeeding in the game, Harriet who appears only early in
lthe novel first seduces and then shoots Roy just prior
to his major league trywout, and Memo uses herself as a
lure to entrap Roy in the nrix 222 The danéer‘that women.
can play in our 11§es was already alluded to by Isalah
when he explained that women ruled over his people, caunsing
thém to err. (Isa, 5312); |

As mentioned above, Roy is lured into téking a bribe
to throw a certain crucial game, one that would have,
guaranteed his team the chance to participate in the World
Series, This parallels the thought in Isaish which states
that‘tﬂe rulers "love bribes and follow after rewards"
(Isa, 1}25)‘ Roy agrees to accept the bribe to throw the
game, for he rationalizes that as & men in his mide~thirties
he just does not have much time left in professional
sports, This false thinking was previously condemned when
the prophét saids "woe unto them . . . who justify the
wicked for a reWard” (Is8,5228m23),

Intthat final game, just as Isalah predicted in his
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time that the mighty would fall in battle and the citlies
would mourn their loss (Isa, 3:25«4826), so Roy falls on
his battlefield (the baseball diamond) and the fans mourn
his £all.22% The enemy is described by the prophet as
being powerful and invincible; Israel i1s fated to go
down with & tumult and uproar (Isa. 5327, 5:14)., Roy 1s
defeated by three swift pitches and he "struck out with a
roar ffeed

Certainly none of these quotatlions necessarily prove

that Malamud based part of The Natural on First Isalah,

and as shall be shown below there are at least three (more)
sources for this novel, Nonetheless the parallels to

Isalah are hardly to be dismlissed,
- B, Mystical flgures

Throughout Jewish literature, whether religious or
seculér; we find mention of, and bellef in, non~human
figures including evil spirits (sheddim are alrveady
biblioél, and mazzikim are mentioned in the Talmud).

Talmudic Jewry owned & highly
elaborated demdhdlodgy o o o
with a wealth of detall concerns
ing the nature and pursuits of
the evil spirits. Its elements
grew naturally out of the fertile
~ popular imagination o o » forti=
fied by a rich tradition - »
from the folklores of Igypt and
Babylon and Persis (<89

Of course, there were in addition to these demons, myriads

of angels and the "peculiar role of the angels, o « o 88
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the direct servants and emissaries of God . « » rendered
powerful indeed the man who possessed the secret of bending
them to his w111¢“226

a, Angel Levine

With such a background, it 1s not surprising that we
find Yiddish literature infused with mystical figures,
most notably in the work of our contemporary Isaac Bashevis
Singers |

Mention of heavenly scenes and flgures, however, are

also found in several of I, L. Peretzt!s short stories,

" notably the "Three Gifts" (Shalosh Matanot)e This partie

cular story offers us an alternative explanation and
inberpretation far the figure of Alexander YAngel" Levine,
Though we noted ab@ve that he fits well as the Satan figure
in the Job narrative (p&g@mvsgvaq,nonaanotherwleVel.h@ mey be
a variation by Malamud of Perstz! neshomeh (soul) in the
"Three Gifts.® In this tale, Peretz suggests that a soul
had to wing 1ts way back to earth because it possessed

neither enough good deeds t® atbtain heavenm, nor sufficlent

sins to merit another abodé. Gohsequ@ntly 1t had %o
peerrm three good acts (thereby receiving the "three
giﬂbs") in £he earthly sphere to receive admission above,
Alexander Tevine, a selfeadmitted angel, is suddenly

"trensmitted® to earth to offer help to Manlschevitz

the'tailor. ‘Tike the soul of Peretz! story he seems

unable %o intervene actively or overtly in earthly events,
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but plays the role almost of a bystander; In both stories
the soul flies upward in the end, his misslon completed,
The fact that the Black Jews of Harlem are discussing the
meaning of & soul!'s substance may be a directive by
Malamud poinbing us to the pessibility of this inter=
pretation,

"Neshome," said bubbilie:eyeg,
pointing to the word with a
stubby finger, YNow what dat
mean?"

"Thatts the word that means
30111’" o ¢ o '

MLetts git on wid de commenbary,"
sald the old man, v

"Aint't necessary," sald the humpe
back. "Souls 1s immaterial sub-
stance, Thatts all, The soul is
derived in that manner, The
Immateriality is derived from the
substance, and they both, easually
ant! otherwise, derived from the
soul, There can be no higher,"

o o o "Itts the'primum nobile,

the substanceless substance from

which comes all things that were

incepted in the ides - you, me

, and everything and body else,"

o o o"God alone done date" o o o

"amen,"™ o o« ¢ "Praise Tawd and

utter loud His speechless

name ,"2£7 aig7p

That this would be a completely different consitruction,

aétually a reversal of roles for Angel Levine from bad to
good spirit, should not bother us or discredit either or
both interpretations, Malamud is such & fine writer, with

suth subtlety of pen, that hée is capable not only of
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intending both these notions, but a third one as well, or

alternately, none of these at all,
be The Jewbird

With the exceptlon of Isaac Bashevis Singer, I know
of only one other contemporary Americsn Jewish author who
has ‘the chutspah to write about non-humans, not only
giving them-veicés but also the abllity to converse with
man; What is remarkeble 1s that Malemud does this,
acgomplishing it so well, We have reﬁd, finished and are
contemplating the atory‘~« untroubled by our realization thatb
Schwartz, after all, is a bird, albeit a Jewbird, His gift
of human brain and tongue 1is entirely believable and our
ineredulity last no longer than that oflthe Cohens who are
quick to accept Schwartz! being, in_féaﬁ, 8 talking, thinke
ing birde When.questioned about his being a ghost, a
dybbuk or & devil, Schwartz interestingly enough is
vehement in his denial of the latber two, both which might .
have négative coﬁnotations_but he never refutes (or for that
matter affirms) his ghost=status.£28 All he tells us for
sure is that he is & Jewbird, This, we would suggest,

lends support to the notion that he represents the 0st juden,

or the homeless Jewish refugees throughout history. Sechwartz

1s their living (ghost~existence) memory personified., The
Jews themselves, as Elle Wiesel has told us, "wouldntt

be back, Not soon and not late, Neot tonight and not
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tomorrew night, Their role is that of the absent, The
favorite role of the dead, As death is the favorite game
of the Jews,"?29 And though they would not, could not
return they might send a representative to the living.
Joshua Trachtenberg, the noted student of Jewish folk
religion, (in his chapter "The Spirits of the Dead")
suggests that it was accepted that a spirit or soul migth
indeed retﬁfp to haunt the living, "One should be very
careful /éxplains a werning found in a Medieval text/

that a dying man have no ground teo distrust him, for the

deceased will certainly sesek
token 1t was believed that a
to provide a reason for good

diedy Trachtenberg explains,

revenge 290 By the same
spirit might return in order
deeds, for those who had

had "more or less direct

ageess to th@AheaVenly fount of justice, and by their
interdessiom can avert an evil decree or produce a ben@é
fiecial one,"231 - Harry Cohen, in this sense was offered the
chance to atone for hia inédtion as a Joew or as part @f
mankin@ toward, or rejectlion of, the Qatjuden, but he
neglected or refused to accept this privilege, He was and

contihued to be a "Grubber yung,"eS?
¢ce The Angel of Death

As we mentioned in Chapter Three (page 43) the shadowy
figure Ginzburg in "Idiots First" represents the malach

hamavet, the Angel of Death. Described as having a beard
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and of bulky build, metalliec volce and glittering eyes
capable of freezing a persen to death, Ginzburg has made

a covenant with the old man that Mendel is to die at
midnight.255 Speaking of himself, @Ginzburg explains that

he Maint't in the anthropomorphic business™; he just
“dreate&ﬁ? conditions" follewing the “cosmic universal
law,“254 Mendel greatly fears the strasnger for he is worried
that he will not have enough time to get his idiot son

Isaéc on & train to California before he (Mendel) has to

die, Though Mendel is momentarily concerned fhat Ginzburg
will also take Isagc away, he consoles himself with the

thought thaet "young people he don!'t bother so much,"236
Ginzburg is able to change his identity at will, We

maj conjecture that he takes on the roles of the pawne
broker, Fishbein the rich Jew, the man in the park, the
man in the cafeterla, and the tlcket collector in the
train’statidn, As he moves from image to image, he always
retaiﬁs some of his eharac%eristi@sr The Angel of Death
is first mér@lyvdescribed ag having black whiskers,<°6

Then a8 the pawnsbroker, he 1s red~bearded, eating a filsh,

possessing a large white handkerchief, As the pawnbroker
he asks,'referring to Isaac, "What's the matter with himg® <57
' Fishbein who is wealthy but unsympathetiec to Mendel's |

plight 1s described as "paunchy 4 o « with halry nostrils"

(italics mine) and the large handkerchisf has become &

"large napkin", Fishbein inquires about the idiot son
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using the exact words the pawnbroker did.?98 As the men in
the park he 1s "bearded"” and in the restaurant he 1is
"heavy set."e99 TLastly as the tlecket collector he is &

"bulky, bearded man with hairy nostrils and a fishy smell"

(italics min@),zQO a combination of the past characters,
That the Rabblts irate wife who, like the pawnbroker,

Fishbein, and the ticket collector, is unsympaﬁh@tic to

Mendel 1is described as a

woman®

(italies mine)24l

and angels &appear

"big faced, gray-haired bulky

could be another manifestatione

Demons as women when it suits their

needs.,

6, Sehlemiels and schlimazels

In Chapter Two (page 30) I suggested thabt some of the
Jews as well as non-Jews act like schlemlels, but that this
was not the only moral stance that Malamud assigns his
@haﬁaét@rs. On the contrary, Malamud's heroes are far
from being schlemiels, or échlimazels, they are men of moral
sction, |

To clarify, let us understand a schlemiel to be some=
one whﬁ ls a foolish person, who suffers misfortune and just
does mot know eny better., He is a fall guy, a hard luck and

submlssive uncomplaining wictim, By contrast a schlimazel

ls someone who 1s chronleally unlucky., He i1s mnot a fool
or simpleton, but everything he does just turns against

him,




Understanding these terms 1n this fashion, we see that

Robert Alter is mistaken when he posits thal "to be a

shleémiel , o o for Malamud, is almost interchangeable
with the idea of being a Jew « ¢ o the only clearly visible
alternative to the sténe@ of shlemlel ., « « 18 the stance
of the manipulator 242

In Malamudts fiction we do find fall guys, men who are
"nothing® aﬁd who know only sad times, plus figures whose
character combined the traits of both schlemiel and
schlimazel, Since there is s ome overlap?ing the following

examples are offered not as hard and fast types, rather as

capable of bending and yileldings
" a, Schlimazels

Morrls Bober is a good man, decent, kind, gpnest,
generous, Unlike the schlemiel, he does not stand sube
missive and uncomplaining., That he lacks gumption and is
a loﬁsy businessman is one'thing, bﬁt he is surely no

foolish fall guys he just is unlucky. A schlimazel. When

his store (and not wealthy Karp's) 1s robbed, Morris is
knocked to the ground, "He fell without & erye. The end

fitted the day, It was his'luck, others had better,"243

When a fire destroys Karpts store we read that "Morris

could have used the fire, so Karp had got it for free,“244
Malamud, recognizing the grocer for what he is, has one of

his neighbors refer to Morris as "the shlimozel" (1)24b
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- Another schlimazel (at least in his early perilod)
is Frank Alpine, Spesking of hisg past, he gives almost &
classical definition of his types "I want the moon so all
T get 1s cheese,"246

Tieb, an immigrant from Europe ("The Loan") is a

schlimazel, "“For thirty years, the baker explalned, he

was never with a penny to his name,"247 Similarly,

Alex Kalish ("Take Pity"), & Pollish refugee, buys a grocery

store in a poér neighborhood, "but before he could go in
anction he dropped dead.“248 Mendel, the old man ("Idlots
Pirst"), has to carry the burden of his idiot son, He
explaing "All my 1life o o o What dld I have? I was poor,

I suffered from my health, When I worked I‘worked too hard,.

When I didn't work was worse, My wife died a young
woman " 249

b. Schlemiels

) Deading the class of schlemiels is Arthur Fidelman,

The former art student flounders from event to event, often

playing-éha fall guy. When Annameria Oliovino denies him
her bed, he nonetheless remalins at her studio, and uné

cbmplainingly shops, cobka, and oleans for her.2®Y He

goes to a party with her and people play practical jokes

at his expense, At the get=together he is talked into
posing in the nude for an abstraet painting, "Annsmeriats

drawing was representational, not Fidelman although of course

Inspired by hims A gigantic funereal phallus that resembled
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a broken-backed snake,"<%l
Another schlemiel 1s Roy Hobbs, Resembling Fidelman

he knows hard luck and, like the painter, he plays the
fool for a woman whom he thinks he loves, but who nonesw
theless denies him,

~ Eva Kalish, the widow of Alex ("Take Pilty"), is also
an uncomplaining, simple-minded vietim. Though th& man
who would bé her benefactor makes 1t abundantly clear that

he does so without expecting anything in return, she still

rejects his.help¢252
'Another example would be the unfortunate early career

of 8y Levin in Cascadia, Within one month's time he manages

to have a gob of hot tunaflsh cassarole dropped in his lap,
a child urinate on his thigh,®5% and 1s told by a countryw

lass that he "ain't a man25¢ gince Levin also has
several real successes he é@rtainly is not echroniecally

unlucky.

{A complete sechldmiel or schlémazel cannot break out

of his pattern, In this sense he 1s not a free man, This

18 evidenced by both schlémszel Morris Bober and schlimiel
Roy bebs. The grocer believed that Mevery move he made

seemed to turn into an inevibable thing,"255 and the basew

" ball player thought to himself "I never_did learn, ¢ » o

now I will have to suffer again,"<56

Contrasting these morally statie individuals are Sy

Levin (who began as a schlemiel)and Frank Alpine (the fore
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mer schlimazel) both of whom by the end of their respective
novels have "broken the cirele,".thereby attalning a new
life. They maj never achleve wealth or position, but thelr
moral stature has been raised. They have grown, they have

 become "menshen," . N
B, Christian folklore

Bernard Malamud has used some Christian folklore,
notably the figure of the thirteenth-century humanist
Glovanni Francesco Be:.r'ma:r'élone‘9 better known as Salnt
Francis of Assisi,

Frank Alpine could not be more directly associated
with his patfon-saint; When we first meet the'assistant\
he is sitting in Sam Pearlt's candy stpre, Looking through a
magazine, at 8 picture of a monk insa "coarse brown garment,
standing barefooted /Whose/ o o o skinny, hairy arms were
raised to a flock of birds that dipped over his head,"
Frank explains to the qui%zical Pearl that "Itts St, Francis
of Asgisi o o o whén I was a kid, an old prieat used to
come to the orphans' home where I was ralsed, and every time
he came he read us a different story about St. Francls « « »
He was born good, which is a talent if you have it,"257
Halfway through the novel we read this deseriptiong

At the approach of the park's |

main entrance there was a small

island in the street ., . , people

22t on benches . . . and tossed

- peanuts . o o t0o the nolsy pigeons
that haunted the place, Coming
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up the block, Helen saw a man
squatting by one of the benches,
feeding the birds . « o when the

man rose, the pigeons fluttered

up with him, & few landing on

his arms and shoulders, one

perched on his ringers, pecking
pearmits from his cupped palm,

« « o She rechgnized Frank Alpine,258
(1talies mine)

Malemud continues the analogy, having Frank appear
more and more oubwardly as the Saint. The assistant

tries his luck at whittling and "to his surprise it turned

into a bird flying . » « he tried his hand at something

else » « o and it came out & rose starting to bloom,™ 259

Frank gives the rose as a present to Helen, who first

bakes it and then, lest she encourage Frank, throws 1t
into a garbage can., At the end of the no&el Malamud
returns to this imagery. Frank 1s readingrto himself
in the Bible when he has a pleasant thought, He Imagines
Saint Francis coming out of the woods, dancing,with a

couple of birds flying above him, Then "8t, F, /Francis

or Frankﬁ? stopped in front of the groeery, and reaching
inte the garbage can, plucked the wooden rose out of 1t,

He tossed 1t inpo the air and it turned into a real flower

that he caught in his hand, With a bow he gave 1t %o ‘Helen,
who had just come out of the houses tTittle sister, here
is your 1little sister the rose,! Trom him she took it,

although it was with the love and best wishes of Frank

Alpin@ Q“ 260
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Not unlike the 1life of the original Saint Frencis,
FPpank's early period is spent in trying to find himself,
with neither directlion nor success, A8 their inward
struggles continue, however, they make progress. While
both know poverty rirét hand, the assistant differs from
his heros Francis rejolced in 1%, Frank learned to accept
its At the conclusion, though perhaps unconsciously, |
Frank becomes the real protege not of the thirtesnth
centuryy, but of the twentleth=scentury humanist Morris
Bober, in thought as well as deed, Frank moves from love

of blrds to love of Mane
¢, Myths )

In addition to using the Blble and Saint Francis for
material, Malamud has employed classical and modern myths
to weave his stories, Since Jonathan Baumbach has written

at lengbth sbout these themes as they appear in The Naturall6l

we 8hall sllude but briefly to the major myths of this
novéla |
There are at least three concurrent, intertwining
sub-themes in the works those of Grall, Greek, and Base
ball,
, \l,' Graill.
‘According to Baumbach, Roy Hobbs the central character

in The Na%ural, istercival in search of the Grail; "The

pennan®, the grail of Malamud's allégory, is the ultimate
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glft of hero to Fisher«~King (son to father), the renewal
of 11fe,"262 prom this it follows naturally that "pop"
Fisher is the team manager ("Pop"/Father/King) and like
his counterpart in the Grall legend he 1s afflicted
physically, but can be cured it (when) the pennant (Grail)
is won,

As Roy starts out for his lifelong goal of playing in
professional sports, he ls compared by one character to
"Sir Peroy lancmng Sir Maldemer;"263 This is about as
subtie_as Roy!'s quetation from Isaish (page 80), Roy
calls his bat (lance) "Wonderboy" for it will help him
reach his goal., The New York Knights is the name of the
team and Roy's fellow players can be seen as fellow members
of the Round Tsble in search of the pennantwGrail,<64

No search 1s without‘pitfalls. First Harriet Bird ahd
then Memo Paris place cobstacles in Roy's path, both these
women represent (in Baumbach's words) Y"the conventional
dark lady of myth and fictiono"zﬁs As we have explained
in & former section, "with the grail of the pennant in
sighh,'Ro&, deceived again by the temptation of false love,
fails in the elected ﬁask,"zsﬁ

2. Oreek,

Though the Grail and Baseballlmyhhs dominate the novel
someone has suggested that Iris Lemon may represent a tie
to Greek leg@ndsogav In Classical mythology Iris is the

"areek goddessof the rainbow, or the railnbow ibtself ., . »
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she is called the messenger of the gods when they intended
d;scordg"gsa Whenever Ifis Lemon is mentioned we find a
spectrum of colors. When we first meet her she is wearing
a red dress with a white flower, The evening that she and
Roy come face to face the sky 18 described as "green and |
gold above the white fortress of bulldings . . .yet fading
e o o from violet to the first blue of night*<69 As the
duo drove off in "the lilac dusk . . . the white moon .‘@ R
olimbed higher in the blue night, shedding light like
raiﬁ,"870 They go swimming in ILake Miohigan and in the
water:Roy sees Iris as possessing a "palr of golden arms
« « « & golden head ¢liss goldenibreasts:and when he looked to
see, the hair between her legs was goldenm too,"271 rastly,
at the c¢lose of the novel Roy accldently hits Tris with |
a foul ball., "Her face was hurt, bruiged and rainbow -
colored, Her eye was black,"272

In the novel Iris offers Roy Hobbs the way’to his
redemption, but he spurns hér. In this sense she unw
wittiqgly plays the gods' messenger of discord; -

Gus Sands, the diabolical, shadowy figure of the
"Pot of Fire" Nightelub; is called the Supreme;Bookie,gvs
and as mentioned before he and the club may’be a syﬁbol
for Hédes and itsllor&. |

Several ﬁimes in the novel, thunder bresks in at
moments of tension, suggesting a possible intervention by

the gods,
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3. Baseball,

The similarities to the modern myths surrounding
baseball include at the least, the magical symbols carried
around by the players ineluding rabbits féat and wearing
a particular piece of.clothingg the legendary story of
the baseball hero whose hittiﬁg a home run in a particular
game gave confidence to & young boy eritically ili at a
hospita1274.énd the previously mentioned ties to the
scandal involving Shoeless Joe Jackson of the Chicago White
Soxs Perhaps referriﬁg to this last case, Malamﬁd once

explained that, in part, The Natural was inspired by his

reading & column by Arthur Daley in the New York Times,

~an article concerning a talented man in sports who had
sold out,275 |

Bernard Malemud may use the broad outlinea of aﬂtheme
or well known story, however, he invegts it with his own

imagination, filling in dialogue fitting.his ideas and

philosophy. Comparing the early novél The Natural to
later publications we see that he grows in subtlety, the
tles being less heavy handed (the team beiﬁg the New York
Knights and the mention of "Sir Percy" both pointing
clearly-to the Grail myth), Ironically, The Natural,

therefore becomes the least natural in its presentation
of the past in the present,
A last word, It has been suggested that many of

Malamud's stories are really parables,276 This is so if
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we understand a parable to be a short allegorical story
designed to convey some truth or moral lesson, The
allegation that some or most of the parables have Christien
overtones is without basis as shall bé explained in Chapter
Seven,

Since there are many stories so there are many
parables, and many lessons. ‘Though intertwined through=
out the stories we find the contimuous idea of faith in
mants ability to better his condition, Malamud is too r
complex a writer to have just one message., There ave

many roads to freedom,




CHAPTER V

SYMBOLISM AND DEVICES

In addition to c¢ertain well-known themes or mytha,

Bernard Malamud uses some symboliism and deviees to portray

or add to the depth of hils stories, Among these techniques

we find use of colors, nature, names, and foreshadowingg

K, Some symbolism,
1. Nature

To & varying degree in each of his novels or short
storles, Malamud uses nature to portray”tho background
whieh is found in the fiection, and its portrayal often is

symbolic, For example (in The Assistant) when the weather

is cold, then we may expect disaster or disappointment
When MOr:is Bober getes up to open his store at six in the
morning, the freezing November wind claws at the groeer,
By the end of .that day Morris has been robbed and beaten,
He himself comments that "the end fitted the day,*277

‘If Spring and'good weather would symbolize hope, so
é faiée Spring (in December) brings false hopes, "One
Bunday afterncon winter leaned backward for an hour and

gﬁelgn Bober/ went walking, Suddenly she forgave everyonse

@verything ¢ « o 8he was again grateful for living, But
the sun soon sank and 1t showed pellets, She returned home,

leaden,"278 Helen, who detests the Winter and yearns for

Sprihg, is again optimistie on & day in February when in

@1.00e
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her oWwn words "it feels like Spring has arrived,"¢79 Teelw
ings are deceptives her optimistic mood 1s shattered when
‘she is physically accosted that evening, Again the false

Spring brings false hopes

Morris Bober, too, is fooled by nature, He naturally
agsumes that when calendar Winter is over, warm weather
has arrived. - On the first of April he rises early, begins
to shovel snow from the sidewalk without wearing a coatb,
and sto he eatoh@&,pneumonia,'th@reby bringing about his
own death, Though.warnéd about the cold, he had countered

with the words "what kind of winter can be in April?"280

A chilling, killing one,

~ In The Natural, before Roy 8rrives, the team 1s

plagued by a drought both weatherwise and sportswise. When

the natural (nature?) player comes to bat in his first proe

fessional major league game, he cloubs the ball at the same
moment that thunder ¢clapss the drought is over¢981

When Kessler ("The Moﬁrneraﬂ) is bodily ejected from
his apartment end placed literally on the sidewalk, his
s&dfétate of affairs is meteched by the weather, for "it
was;raining and the rain soon turned to sleet , . » and the
snow fell on him,"?82

The stuffy sultry humid heat of a New York summer in
in 1939 1s the suffocating atmosphere for the private Hell

of ‘OSlk@r Gassner in "The German Refugee 0”’285

 .Last1y, though~far from coincidentally, Levin celebrnates
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'his own version of the Rites of Spring by entering into his
affair with Pauline Gilley,

2¢ Colors

A professor of English, composition and literature,
Malamud is well acquainted with the symbolism of colors,

He makes much use of this devicé,‘primarily red, white, and
black; |

Red stands alternately for danger, passion, magic,
impurity and perhaps martyrdom, White symbolizes innocence,
puﬁity, simplicity, truth, and hope, Black is generally .
ev;i, danger, falsehood and/or the unknown.,

‘We have noted in Chapter four (page 96) that Iris Lemon
(her name itself & color) is associated with a virtual
rainbow of eolors, At our first encounter with her she
is dressed in a:red dress, with white gloves, and she
sports & white flower, 1Iris is standing up, alone, in
the bleachers among a sea of spectators. Though she is
not sure why she stood at that moment, the result is to
givg'Roy confidence in himself and he breaks out of his
slumb. The red, therefore mlght represent magilc, passién,
and perhaps sympathy for Roy's martyrdom during the slumpe
The white would mean hopesg

“In an earlier period in her life, Iris is seduced/raped

wearing a white dress<84 (innooenoé, purity).

_;Paulina Gilley, at the start of the novel (A New Life),
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with her husband, is entertaining Levin in thelr home, She
is wearing a white dress, arranging red rosess?8® The white
is ironlc, considering her future with Levin, as the red

of thé roses may signal the danger that will upset her
domestleo relations, '

In The Assistant the "macher" who can meke "magle" with

celluloid,.is actually a professional arsonist, Hé has red
hairs on his hands (danger). A% the close of the novel
Frenk tries to grow a beard and is surprised by the amount
of red in 1t,286 (martyrdom for taking over the grocery
from the deceased Morris er betbter the exﬁosure to corruption
that acquisition of property brings?).

dtella Salzman, the (ex=%) proétitut@ ("The Magiec
Barrei"), when she meets Yeshiva student Leo Finkle, is
woaring "white with red shoes, which fitted his expectations,
although in a troubled moment he had imagined the dress
rad; and only the shoes white,"?87 Ieo 1s carrying a
bouquet of viol&t& and roaebudé. In Stella he sees his own
r@demﬁtion. The colors suggest passion, impurlty, martyrs
doms innocence, simplicity and purity., Stellats eyes are
porﬁrayed, in fact, as being filled with & "desperate
inngcencee"ggg |

‘Harrliet Bird, the herow-slayer in The Natural, is

piletured as "a girl in a dressy black dress" with a
"shihing black hat box" (danger, evil, falsehood) and her

seeming innocence is portrayed by a "white rose she had
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worn pinned to hef dress,"289
Alexander ("Angél"/éatan) Levine 1s a Negro wearing
dark clothing,ggo (the unknown, possible evil), The fact
that Pinye Salzman the marriage broker has a portfolio
which 18 black,("The Magic Barrel") indicates %o us that
the names he carries within it certainly have some unknown
qualitlies about them and maybe even some false informatione29l
‘Red ané black (unknown, falsehood, passion, martyre
dom) are the colors of the blouse and skirt worn by the
mysterious Isabella del Dongo during one outing with Henry
Levin«<Freeman ("The Lady of the Lake")298 puring her final
encounter with Henry, when she reveals the trubth to him,
her dress 18 white 293
| Not surprisingly, Ginzburg, the Angel of Death, is
described with both red and black whiskers, and in his final
scene is wearing the traditional (black) uniform of a rail-
road ticket collector, -
Symbolic coloring is also found in such short fietlon
as “Biack 18 My Favorite Color," "Still Life,” "The Jewbird,"

and "Neked Nude "
‘Bo And Devices,
L, Names, Plays on words,

Melamud, for his amusement and ours, will at times
play on words, and offer up puns on names both symbolically

énd dironically, Some are bitter, others are better,
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Gruber, the landlord ("The Mourners,®) who causes
Kessler to be e jected from his room Iinto the cold of the
street94 is a Mgrubber,! - Yiddish for cosrse or boorish
person, Sobel, the assistant shoemaker ("The First Seven
Years,") endures a thankless job for his love©95 has a name
that is derived from the Hebrew "sabal' which means to endure
or carry a burden, Schwartz, the "Jewbird," is black
feathéred;‘f«’% fgchwartz® is Yiddish for black. Self=hating
Henry Levin ("The Lady of the Lake,") changes his naeme %o
shake his past, to attain fréedom, to be a free man, His
choices Henry Freeman,297 Arthur Pidelmait fiddles around,.298.
Frank Alpine of The Assistant and his herd, Francis of

Assisi,®97 share initials (F.A.). Harriet Bird (The Natural)

carries with her (but not by coincidence) a black feathered
ha' 4500

' In The Natural quite a number of names are offered

tongue in cheek, Max Mercy, the sportswriter, mercilessly
pursues Roy, seeking to learn more of his hidden past.501
Judge Goodwlll Banner, the owner of the team, 1s not only
oorrubt, but he.  displays no good will, and he certainly
‘does. not want to win the pennant (banner).ﬁo2 When Roy,

in his pre=ma jor league days, strikes out a hitter called

| "the Whammer," oné character quips: "How do they pernounce
/81¢/ Whammer if you leave out the Wg"303 As the Whammer
carries his own defeet in his name, s6 does Bump Bailey,

the outfielder for the Knights, One day he rushed head=long
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to the far wall to catech a ball, and with the crowd
seraming behind him, "Bump bumped it with & skullwbreaking
bang,"%04  T1ris Lemon knows a similar fortune, for in
Roy's mind she "changed o+ o o from Iris more bo Temon," 3056

It is again ironie that Annamaria Oliovino, the
su?arstibious/ﬁeligious female artist ("Still Life")
possesses in her name the ingredients for ritual sacrament
(oil«Wine),'and when we last see her, she is performing a
well known (and for her a redemptive) ritual with Fidele
man“96 (page 38)," |

In Malemudt's flction we also learn (A New Life)

thatvkﬁawledge of poetry will not "bulld a dam"307 ang
that "none but the lonely rain,"308

That we should not think that all these names are
theré by pure accident, Malamud has Pauline Gilley utter
these faﬁeful (faithful ?) words: "I love you, Lev,
That's my name for you., ’Sy is too much like sigh, Lev
is closer to love. I love &ou, I'm sorry, you deserve

better,"90° gometimes we do $00
2+ Foreshadowing,

Throughout the novels and short Piction we find exemples

of foreshadowings of events to come, Tn The Natural, the

Whammer, Sam Simpson and Harriet Bird, characters in the
Tirst ¢hapter,rara represented by Bump Bailey, Pop Fisher,

and Memo Paris in the rest of the novel,®l0 The former
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- group (as the latter) appear in the roles of Roy's adversary,
advisor, and allurement, respectlvely,

When nineteenwyearwold Roy Hobbs strikes out the
Whammer, & man several years his senior, in the first
chapter, the process is repeated (at the close of the novel)
when Roy, now in his mid;thirhies, 1s strueck out by twenbtye
year=old Herman Youngberry,511
Early in his association with Morris Bober, Frank

Alpine explains that some day he would like to own a grocery

store of his own,Sl® Tt i1s also in The Assistant that we

read of Ward Minogue, Ward (it is recsalled within the first
Pifty pages) had the habit, aiready as a young schoolboy,
and5oontemporarj of Heien Bober, of physically forcing his
aﬁtehtions on young girIHQSlﬁ Ward (some hundred pageé
later) tries to rape the grocerts daughter¢ol4 |

" In A New Life, the whole history of the expelled

insﬁrﬁctor, Teo Dﬁffy, is'a foreshadowing of what Sy Levin
is to do, from espousing "radical"™ (liberal) causes to
bedding down with Pauline, to having his photo taken with
her by the cuckolded Gerald Gilley§515

8y Levin is warned early in his career neither to
involve himself with female students nor to go prowling after
faculty wives,316 He does both,

With great irony, it 1s Gerald Gilley who ﬁob only

hires Levin, but who goes out of his way to clear a private

offi¢e for the new instructor, that very one which had been
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used (but then abandoned and made into a storage closet)

by the "disagreeable radlical" Leo puffy 317
%es Sexual toness

For some reason, most of the coital references or
descriptions, attempted or successful, that we find in
Malamud's fiction are without benefit of wedlock between
the participantsg This is true whether it is nonsmarital or

extra=marital, A list would includes (The Natural) Roy=

Memo, Roy-Iris3Sl8 (The Assistant) NatwHellen, WardwHelen,

FronkwHelen;319 (A New Life) LevinwLaverne, Levin=Avis,

'Levianadalee, Leo=Pauline, Levianauline;520 (Idiots First)

Nat Lime~Ornita Harris, Fidelman-Annamaria, Fidelmans=
Toresa o2t
This trend is conbtinued in both The Fixer (YakovesZlna,

Raismwher lover) and Pictures of Fidelmend (Fidelman with

an assortment of women and a man, too),.

We also find some intéresting focusing in on the
pubic area; either through humor or serlousness, It was
mentioned that Lgvin*haﬁ a gob of hot tunafish casserole
dropped on his lap (Pauline then tried to clean it butb
Levin, embarrassed, demured) and the instructor had his
thigh urinated upon by & child, (page 92). In addition
we read this quizzicai line about Paulines "Afterwards
/8he and Levin had juéﬁ had relatio@g7 she grabbed his

frontisplece, 1It11l never let you go, Mr. Micawber,!"522
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Even prilor to this we had read that Pauline had "rew=
moved a black undergarment, the mask urmasked.s,’ 529

Malamud!s women are often descrlibed as being smalle
breasted (Helen, Memo, Pauline, Laverne, Annamaria) and
at least two have "sick breasts" == Avis Fliss and Memo
Paris == probably fibromas in both cases),

A% one point during a slump in his baseball career,
Roy Hobbsgt basaball bat (symbollic in 1ltself) 1s described
as resembling a "sagging baloney"524 (i,e, ineffective),
hut,ét,the erucial moment the player is able to connect
and does not suffer (even symbolically) Fidelman's pahllic

failure with Annsmaria (pageISV);
4o Sentences and synbtax,

Malamudts short stories most often begin with a sens
tence (or paragraph) that includes the central character!s
name;:his description, and his situation, For example in
"Still Lirfe"s

Mbnthsvafter vainly seeking a studio

¢ o o Arthur Fidelman settled for

part of a crowded, windowy, attics

~Iike atelier on a cobblestone street

In the Trastevere, strung high with

sheets and underwear,9®
- This'ls the first sentence (condensed) and the first
paragraph continues, mentioning Annamarisa Oliovino, that
Fidelman has moved from art student to artist, and that
Fidelmén is s8ti1ll fiddling around, The same technique of

a 1ong,vhighly informative first paragraph is found again
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in The Fizer, | ',' 
There 18 a certain style of sunbtax that Malamud used F
at least during the early stories, and early fiction, when
he ssems to be thinking several thoughts at once, and
mast, qulckly, put them down, Often the sentences are long,
highly complex, honey~combed with commas simllar on one
level to a Talmudie discussion, In this selection, Feld the
shoemaker has Just hired a new assistant, the former ems
ployee, Sobel, having quit in a huff, |

Having settled the matter, though
not entirely to his satisfactiong
for he had much more to do than.
before, and so, for example, could
no longer lie late in bed mornings
beeause he had to get up to open
the store for the new assistant, a
speechless, dark man with an lrrle
tating rasp as he worked, whom he
would not trust with a key as he
had Sobels Furthermore, this one,
though able to do a falr repair
job, knew nothing of grades of
leather or prices, so Feld had te
make-his own purchasesj and every
night at closing time it was
necessary to count the money in
the t1l1 and lock upe326

This departure from normal English construction,
| almost as 1f it is written as 1t 1s thought in the mind,
is typical of the way that Malamud writes about his small
men, or at least Yiddish-speaking characters,

‘Malamud once was criticized by Alfred Kazin for being

unnecessarily tempted by symbollism, KXazin felt that where the

modern Jewish writers are concerned, Malamud's compassion,

~ concern, and involvement were enough to make his novels
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great literatureQSBV The over-abundanée of symbollsm,
punning and such devices, however, is really only clear

after rereading Melamud!s material; Aside from E@g\

Natural where 1t 1s least subbly presented, we really

have to look elosely to find it., While Kazin 18 correct

in labeling Malamud as compassionate, concerned and involved,
in my view the "extras" just glve hils work an added touch

of greatness,




CHAPTER VI

!
THE LATER WORKS: THE FIXER AND PICTURES OF FIDELMAN,

Ao The Fixer

The Fixer is the tale of Yakov Bok, a man who is
suddenly accused, arrested and jalled on the falsely cone
coeted charges of a viclous murder, Set in early twénti@thw
céntury pre«~Revolutionary Russia, thls book departs in its
outward form'from what Malamud has published previously,
though once again we find the theme of a man searching
for himself and his freedom 1in a pitiless world,

At one point Yakov Bok thinks to himself "After a short
time of sunlight you awake in a black and bloody worlde
ovéfnighﬁ a madman is born who thinks o «  blood is water
e o o The innocent are born without innocence, The human

hody is worth less than 1ts substance, A person is shity"5e8
1, Comparing The Flxer to the prior works,

"pPorhaps the greatest external difference between
The Fixer and Malamudt!s earlier work," writes Robert Alter,
"is the relationship in it between fiction and actual events,

The novel is very elosely based on the /Mendel/ Beiliss

wﬁéili§7 case, the last consplcuous ocecasion after the

| Mi&die Ages when a Jew was actually brought to trial on the
chafges of ritual murder,“599 In additionsl to the historw
leal basis for the novel, we find other ohanges that mark

a dé@arture from his prior works, as well as the next book,

@112
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Pictures of Fidelmane In the first five books (as in the

seventh) the characters are primarily Americans, The physical
location is eilther New York, the Pacific¢ Northwest, or Italy.
The time periliod has been basically one which Malamud knows

directly, The Assistant is placed in the post=Prohibition

years, probably during the Depression;550 A New Life rew
flects a unlversity scene in 1950«195ly and Pictures of

Fidelman has a contemporary settings. All this changed
when Malamud took up as hils subject the story of Mendel
Beilis, It was a fortunate "coincidence™ that a historiecal

account of the Beilis case, Blood Aeou&ation,531 was pubs

lished by Maurice Sgmuel within two years of Malamud?'s
no#él@

Malamad folloWs the true spory falrly closely, Yakov
Bok, the central character in the novely like Mendel Beilis
was an overseer abt & brick factory in Kiev, In 1911 Bok
~(like Bellis) was arrested and falasely accused of the
murder of & Ru&sian.youthz'ﬁo uée his blood in the pre=
paration of Paséover Matzot, ILike his historical counters
part, Bok 1s not only imprisoned for over two years, but is
m&lﬁreafed, tortured, and finally urged to sign a "confession®
to his alleged erimes. The historical Beilis came to trial
andfwas acquitted, though in Malamud?s s%ory we last see
Bok.as he is being transported to the cburtroom.

As a work of fiction, despite the changes in external

form, we find several parallels to earlier works of Malamud,
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Yakov Bok has spiritual forebears in some of the previous

major characters, Like Frank Alpine (The Assistant) Yakov

ls orphaned as an infant, his mother dying Just after his

birth and his father being killed soon after By s ome

drunken soldiers, Both Frank and Yakov were raised in

orphanages, hoth are selfetaught, having read a great

deélg For Bok this meant "some history and geography, a

11ttlevscieﬁe@, arithmetie, and a book or two of Spinozats®35e

plus an abllity to read and understand Hebrew, Yiddlsh and

Russian, As with many of Malamud!s major characters, Bok

is unlucky. For Yakov "the past was a wound in the head,"533
A change in physical location 1s also evident in this

novel, As Frank Alpine had moved from the San Francisco Bay

Area to New Yorkj Sy Levin (A New Life) from New York to

Oregong Arthur Fidelman (Pictures of Fidelman) from.Am@rica

to and then all through Italy; so Yakov moves from the
shtetl to Kiev, for as he explal ns, "change your place
chané@ your luck, people saﬁ;“554 For Bok the luck is bad
to worse, though again like Frank and Sy Levin, as a result
of his experiences, this character grows inwardly, maturing,

moving across the spiritual bridge from man to mensch,

Early in the novel Yakov thinks to himselfs "I am in history

s ¢ o yet not In it, In a way of speaking It'm far out,

1t passes me by,"335 Yet by the end of his odyssey we read

that "as for history, Yakov thought, there are ways to

reverse 1t,"7936
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Like Henry LevineFreeman ("The Lady of the Lake")
who vietimized himself through the denial of his Jewish
origins, so in the same manner, "sinning against himself,

Yakov creates the occasion of his victimization,?337
2, The Fimer: As a Fictlonal Tale of Terrors

We may read this novel on several levels - first as
a ti%agj.c tale, AS we follow Yakov from the Pale to Kiev,
and his life and imprisonment in that Russien city, we are
appalled by the diffieulties he experlences, No matter
what he does, where he goes, Bok suffers, ."The central
action" in this novel, &uggéSts Robert Alter, "is a process
of .suffering hhrough‘violence, torture by inches, complete
‘with the obscene inventions of a jailerts sadism, an
atfempted p@isoning, ZEnd a suicide MO58 |
The ma jor part'of the novel discusses the horror of
the fixerts life while he 1s incarcerated, He is held
prisoner for two and a half'years, mostly Iin solitary con=
finement, Part of,thé time he is chained to the wall in
& small cell, He has neither adequéte clothing nor food,
he is Torced to exist wiﬁhout sufficlent protection against
thevbitterly cold winters, His e rsonal belongings cons
‘figcated, he is not even allowed to read newspapers,
© At first twice, then thrice, and finally six times a
‘day'Bok has to submit to a grueling personal inspection of

his body, including his anus, to prove that he is not hiding
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any weapons, evidence, or unsuthorized material, The guards
delight in tormenting him, calling him childwkiller, ritual

agsassin, murderer, Beaten,frequently, at one point he is

slowly being polsoned, To add to this lnsane exlstence, he
is periodically asked to "confess" his crimes}

The book is filled with both anti=Semitic innuendoes
and'eleafly stated threats (this theme is another departure
from most 6f the previous publications excepblons being

"The German Refugee," and "The Jewbird.," Malamud, however,

returns to the theme of Russian anti=-Semitism in a recently
published short story "The Man in the Drawer" -- Atlantie
Monthly April 1968 = - o) His life constantly in peril,

Bok somehow, through tremendous inner faith, manages to

hold on to his sanity, to survive,

There are some particularly cruel characters in the

novel, One is the Prosecuting Attorney, Vladislav Grigorw
levitch Grubeshov, who lgnores the inconeluai#én@ss of the
evidence against Yakov in ﬁis attempt to bring him to
trial, A%t one point, Grubeshov tries to induce Bok %o
admit to his "guilt," telling him that unless he does o

a pogrom will break out and innocent Jews will be killed,
When this ploy falls, the Prosecuting Attofn@y tries to
link the fixer to some "international Zionist conspiracy™s
a typleal response of anti-Semités for the last oﬁe'hundred

Tears,
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Listen Bok, I speak to you for
your own goode Your position is
otherwise hopeless. A confession
by you will have more than one
beneficial effect, For your
fellow Jews 1% may prevent rew
prisals, Do you know that at the
time of your arrest Kiev was on
the verge of a massive pogrom?

o o » 1t 18 known you are an
agent of the Jewish Kahal, the
secret Jewish international
government which is engaged in

a subterranean conspiracy with
the World Zionist Organization,
the Alliamce of Herzl, and the
"Russian Freemasons . « o Wo are
not exacetly naive, We know your
purposes, We have read the
“protocols of the Elders of Zlon,"
and the "Communist Manifesto,"
dnd fully undersbtand yogg‘r&»
volutionary intentionsjoo?

) Othﬁr tormentors are the Ward@n &nd Deputy Warden in
the prison, During one occasion when Yakov'!s feet sare
swollen with pus from wounds he recelved while wearing
shoes with nails poking through the leather, the fixer
is in terrible pain and is unable to walk; Instead of

being carried to the infirmery, the Warden forces the

fixer to crawl there on hls hands and knees, downstairs
and‘adroas a courtyard to the hoapital. The surgeon operates
without anesthetic, telling Bok: "phis is good for you « o »
noﬁ &ou know how poor Zhenlia felt when ybu were'stabbing

him and draining his blood, all for the sske of your Jewish

religlone" 940

One of the guards, during the daily physical searches
of his persbn, had the habit of grabbiﬁgthe fixert's beard
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and btugging it, "When Yakov complained, he yanked his
penis, f'Dingwdong, giddyape. A Jew!s cock'!s in the deviltis
hock.*"g"li '

Throughout his imprisorment Bok receives some en=
couragement, but it is pyhrric in form, The first Ine
vestigating Magistrate, B. A, Blblkov, acknowledges the
\~falseness of the accusation agalnst the fixer., He tells
Yakov that Grubeshov is trying to frame him, but that the
truth will come out, Nonetheless, before Bibikov can
act, he too is imprisoned on false chaﬁgea, and elther
commits suicide or is murdered, with the crime disguised
to look as if he had taken his own 1life,“%2 The fixerts
hopes for outside assistance are again aborted, Bok
‘once more must rely on whatever inward strength he possesses,
This kind of hope followed by fallure becomes a torture
in itself,

3 As An.Historical Account,

The Fixer may be understood as more than a fictional
tale of terror. As we pointed out above the story is
based on & real histoxical situation, The novel, there=
fpre, is also a chronicle of the suffering of Russian
Jéwry under the late Romanov Tsars, Certalnly the mention
of such anti-Semites as Prime Minister Petr Arkadevich
s%olypin and the nativist Russian organization, the Black
Hundreds, with their slogan "Save Russia from the Jews,"

has bitter memories for our people. Therbittern@ss and
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ferocity of the complaint against Yakov Bok; the ine
d@soribably gross peasantnlika stupldity and superstitions
of the guards and of the masses, reflect the.thinking and
insane actions of whabt actually took place., At one point
the Russian prisoﬁ offioiéls are waiting impatiently for

Bok!s menstrual cycle to begin; They possess a speclal

machine designed to pump the (menstrual) bhood oubt of
his member, "It was exclusively used on Jews; only their
penises fitted 1, ()543
The virulent anti«Semitliec antagonism of Prosecutor

Grubeshov and Father Anastasy, the prlest who is an "expert®
on Jewlish affairs, mirrors the actual Beilis case (and
which can be substantiated by a study of modern Russian
history.534 When the cleriec utters the following words
he is not‘speaking out of character for his kind = this
wes not the filetlonal fantasy of Malamudts mind, rather
a reflection of real invective.

"My dear children," said the priest

to the Russlans, « . « "if the bowels

of the earth were to open to reveal

the population of human dead since

the beginning of the world, you

would be astonlshed to see how many

innocent Christian children among

them have been tortured to death by

Christ-hating Jews. « » The pritusl

-mirder is meant to re~enact the

cruclfizlonn of our dear Lord . «

for in murdering the innocent Christian

child, they rgggat the martyrdom of

Christe « o "

~While we are shocked at such total ignorance and

crass lies from the common folk, our indignation and fury
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18 increased when we consider that Father Anastasy 1s,
after all, somewhat educatedl Further, when Prosecuting
"Attorney Grubeshov is capable of the ssme invective =
even when Yakov Bok points oubt the biblical prohibition
against Jews eating blood - then The Fixer becomes a
document of historical horrore .

. Tt has been suggested on the historical level that
this novel is designed to reflect not merely Hihe!
Russian situation in the early years of thls century, but
also the Nazl Holocaust.546 Critic Robert Albter writes
‘that he feels in The Fixer, that for Malamud

the Beiliss case gives him, to

. begin with, a way of approaching

the BEuropean Holocaust on &

‘scale that is imsginable, suse
cepltlble of filectional representas
tlion, For the Belliss case transg=
parently holds within it the core

of the cultural sickness around
which the Nazi madness grew, rew
presenting as it does a symptomatie
Junction of the medievel demonologe
leal conception of the Jew as satanlce
enemy bto Christ and menkind, and the
modern phobie vision of an interw
national Jewish conspilracy, manipue
lated through commerce and politics
and underworld activity bg the
51n13ter Elder os Aion

Yakov Bok, like the European Jews, is basically

friendless, and those alliances he has made in the past
have a way of failing him in the present, Nikolail

Maximeviteh Lebedev whom Bok hed saved from freezing in

the snow, as weil a8 his daughter Zinaida Nikolaewvna

(Zina) who would have had sexual relations with the fixer,
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both turn against him when he 1s accused, Llkewlse many
within the Christian community turned against thelr neighe
bors = Furope'!s Jews,

gronfein, the (Jewish) counterfeiter, also turns
against Bok, turning over to the prison authorities two

letters the fixer had hopel to have smuggled to the oute

side, That Cronfein is himself Jewish and still would

R A PR T 2

not protect the fixer, is all the more tragic. A kapo
prior.to kaposs |

As the gentile communities of Germany, Austria, Poland
and FPrance had a history of antiFSemitiSm, so~did that of

Russia, These national groups were quick to gecept

accusations against the Chosen People, In the 1930ts
and 1940ts Europe heard and belleved a loglec as specious
(though’apparantly convineing) as put forth here by the
pﬁiest¢

“rhere are those among us, my chlld-
ren, who will argue that these /blood
accusations/ are superstitious fales
of a past age, yet the truth of much
I have revealed to you = I do not say
it 1s all true - must be inferred from
the very frequency of the accusations
against the Jews, None can rorever
conceal the truth . « o Perhaps in
this age of science we can no longer
accept every statement . + o against
this unfortunate people; however, we
must ask ourselves how much truth

- remains dgzgite our reluctance to

: believe ¢ (italics mine)

In similar fashion, the Prosecuting Attorney tells Bok

that "a Jew is a Jew, and that's all there is to it
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Thelr history and charsacter are unchangeable, Thelr nature
is constant, This has been proved in selentiflc studles
by Gobineau, Chamberlain and others,"549 such "seientifie
studies" were also quoted, made and propagendized by the
Nazise |
As the Jews of the Concentration‘camps were systems
atically starved, beaten, tortured physically and mentallys
and eventuaiiy murdered, so the fixer shares all but thev
end. of their fate, His 1life is constantly in dangér. On
the wall in his cell these words are inscribedz
Obey all rules and regulations
without question, If the prisoner
is insubordinate or insulting to
a guard or prison official, or he
attempts in any way to breach the
security of this prison,sgg will
be executed on the spot,
In addition, one of the guards “at times, out of boredom,
o', » thrust a rifle barrel through the spy hole and
sighted along it at the prisonerts heart, !Bangﬁt"551
 As Jews were bthe scapégoatvfbr European frustrations
economically, politieally, socially and nationally, so
Bok serves this role for the Russians., They need someone
to blame = the Jew Yakov Bok becomes the target. And he
knows that as he stands to be judged, so do all Jews, His
thoughts were as fiﬁting in 1911 as they would be in 1941
and may be in 1971,
To the goyim.éﬁok though£7 what

one Jew ls 1s what they all are,
1T the fixer stands accused o
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murdering one of thelr children,
so does the rest of the tribe,
Since the eruncifixion the crime
of the Christ-killer is the crime
of all Jews, "His blood be on us
and our children,"

He pities their fate in history.
After a short time of sunlight
you awake in & black and bloody
world, Overnlight a madman 1s
born who thinks Jewish blood 1is
water, Overnlght Tife becomes
Worthless, The innocent are born
without innocence. The human
body is worth less than 1t§5§ub~
stance, A person 1s shite“"™"
(1talics mine)

The madman born overnight also has a timeless quality
ﬁo him, I8 it Stolypin, Tsar Ni@holaﬁ, Grubeshov, Hitler,
Eiohmann, or the Man of Tomorrow? What is of great conse=
quenc@, and what Malsmud is po&ing, is the questliong Shall
the life of the fixer be re=enacted? Where? And When?
Malemud has these words spoken to Yakov. "If you feel bad
think of Dreyfus. He went through the same thing with
the sceript in French, Weﬂré persecuted in the most
civilized langueges,'®53 French. Russian. German,

Polish, And next?
4, As A Political Message.

On still another level The Fixer has great signifle=
éanc&, bringing us to an understanding which combines the
twin terrors of fiction and history, and shows us how our
vietim deals with his situation. It is my contention that

as we examine this last level we shall find a high polnt
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in Malamudts fictione

When we first meet Yakov Bok he is a largely unambie

ﬁious, easy=-going, non@poliﬁical, uninvolved person,

Though good=hearted and somewhat generous, he certainly

is not a pafagon of virtue, He 18 a small man with no real
pretentions or goals. In Kiev he has the good (which leads
to the bad)'fartun@ to meet and save the life of Nikolai
Maximoviﬁch-who offers him a job first as a fixer and then
as én overseer to handle accounts at the brieck yard.554
iakwv does not admit his origins because he fears (correctly)
that the owner would not hire him 1f he had realized Bok

was Jewish,

During a conversation with the filxer, Nikolal
Maximovitdh asks aboubt his political predilectlions,

The fixer explains that he 1s "not a political person « « o
The worldts full of it but it's not for me, Politics is

not in my nature."®8® He believes that he can ellow the
poiiti@al sltuation bo paaé by, that he need not involve
himself, Though this reflects the early Bok, after over two
years of ilmprisomment as the viectim of politieal intrigue,
he changes his position,

During his incarceration he has the chance to discuss
Spinozats view on involvement, When he does this he is
still an outsider, uninvolved, ILater this philosophy bew
comes more than words which lie about like old clothes =

to be accepted or rejected - they become Yakov's garments,
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his possession, Though at that moment he still did not
understand the signifilcance, it was pointed out to Bok
that

Spinoza conceded a certaln froes

dom of political cholce, similar

to the freedom of electing to
think . « « He perhaps felt that
the purpose of the state = the
govermment - was the security and
comparative freedom of the rational
man « o ¢ He also thought man was
freer when he participated in the
life of soeciety than when he lived in
solitude as he did himself, He
thought that a free man in socleby
had a positive interest in promoting
the happiness and intellecgggl emans
cipation of his neighbors.*

Malamud is more than just paraphrasing Spinoza, This
18 clearly seen when we obserﬁe the change In Bokt's
thoughts, From the man who had once said that he was
"not a political person® we read these lines, which are

Malanmudts lessons

"Ag for history . . « there are ways to reverse it . o o

One thing It've learned, he thought, theret's no such thing

a8 an unpolitical man, esp@eialiy a Jew, You can't be

one without the other, thatts clear enough, You can't slt

st11l amd see yourself destroyed  « « Where therets no

fight for it there's no freedom , ... If the state acts

in ways that are abhorrent to human nature itts the lesser

evil to destroy lte » o"987 (italics mine)

If Buropets Jews would have le arned this . . « 1f we

could convince our people today. If.
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The flxer had learned, all the more sadly because
it was first hand, that "being born & Jew meant being
vulnerable to history, including 1ts worst errors. Accldent
and history had involved Yakov . . « /and/ the involvement
was, in a way of speaking, impersonal, bubt the effect,
his misery and suffering, were not. The suffering was
personal, painful, and possibly endless,"358

Through #he 1life of Yakov Bok we reach a fuller
understanding of the philosophy of Bernard Malamud, We
not only heed to be aware and actlve polilitlcally, we mﬁst

Interact with our fellow men, As 3y Levin (A New Life)

had reflected that "as you valued ments lives yours res
ceived value, You earned what you sold, got what you
gave, That, if not entirely true, ought %o bt 309 g0 we
see similar thoughts in The Fixer, Bibikov, the sympathetioc
Investigating Magistrate, tells the prisoner = "Keep in
mind « o o that 1f your life 1s without value, so is minﬁo
If the law does not proteof you, 1t will not, in the end,
protect me 4"560 The Fixer, himself, had considered that
our lives can be made better if we do not “forget.good
willvamong men, We all have to be reasonable or what's
bad gets wopse."gsl

| Yakov Bok 1s one of the strohgesﬁ of Malamudt!s figures.
Al?ﬁg with Sy Levin, but especially Frank Alpine, the
character of this man of 111 luck, grows as time passes,

There i3 no question that&&pemdeﬁthi@fﬁhiﬁwgﬁmggrmng;lﬁumil-




w127 o

iation and degradation is the greatest of all encountered
-to date. Though he 1s the most afflicdiedy so is He thecone
who rises highest out of his circumstances. It is almost
incredible that no matter how deep his depression, how
momentarily doﬁbtful of his future Yakov becomes, he always
snaps out of his funk, He possesses an inspiring, militant,
resolute indomitable courage and faith in his own l1life, and
the worth’éf himself as an individual, He simply refuses

to capltulate to bribe, fear or painﬁ He does so not as

a traditional martyr for the sake of heaven, Quite the
contrary, he survives for the sake of man, for he has

faith in humanity that eventually the truth will come out -
he will be vindicated, And while "we have to be reasonable
or what!s bad gets worse"562 let us always remember thab

"where there's no fight for it there's no freedom," 563

There are ways bto reverse hilstoryl

B, Symbolisme

In The Flxer we find a continuation not only of Malamud's
themes but also of symbolism and devices, Since there is
nothing especially new as far as these areas are concerned

we shall merely make brief mention of them,
8, Nature

As we noted in Chapter FPive (page 100) when the weather

is cold we may expect disaster or disappointment., Since
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this is a recurring idesa in The Fixer so the climate which
is most striking is winter, Yakov leaves for Kiev "in early
November, before the first snow had snowed on the shtetl,"364
Ag he traveled to the cibty the day moved on and as it grew
dark "the Steppe wind cut keenly . « o it was freezing
c01d 365 fThe weather here is a climatie Foreshadowing
of what Yakov will go through. In Kiev the fixer saves
Nikolal Maximovitch Lebedev when the latter was lying
unconselous in the snow, IFf he had left him there he would
never have received a job through him, much less be accused
of ritual murder, The Russian boy is murdered, and Yakov is
arrested in the early spring (false hope) when "the trees
Aﬁer§7'still powdered with April snow"366  When in prisong
the cold continues, It seems as 1f the snow will never stop
falling. When it finally does, however, no relief is in
sight for the white flakes turn to raine

He listened to the sound of the

rain and liked the thought of the

outside wet, but he didntt like

the inside wet, Water seeped

through the wall on the prison

yard side o « . water dripped after

the rain had stopped, After the

rain there,a%ways was a puddle on

~ the floor,°°

The weather continues to match and to cateh the mood of

the novel and its prisoner,
- be Colors,

Aside from the ironic treatment of the white of snow
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(hope) we find frequent use of black as a device, It is

'diffieult to say how symbolic this actually is for while

black has previously represented evil, danger, falsehood
and the unknown (and does so again here) it is also a color
worn by the peasantry, poor, clergy, (and of course, there
were the Black Hundreds with thelr symbol of a black twos

headed eagle) in Russia, Therefore there is a question how

mbch. colion 1s conscious symbolism and how much it just rew

presents the real situation, If thls is unclear, we find
other uses of this color where the intent is ebuiouss .,
As Yakov is being transported to his trial, he imagines
he sees "a black bird [In7 + + o« the sky, Crow? Hawk?
Or the black egg of a biack eagle ¢« o o LEts a ﬁomb, tﬁought
Yakov,"368 |

| In this novel tﬂe color green (falsehood, temphation)
18 associated with both Zina the daughter of the brick yard
owner and Marfa Golov tha;mother of the murdered boy (who
was actually responsible for his death), %Zina has green
ey®5,~and sports a green shawl and dress when she first
meets Yakovo,o0? Marfa is déSQribed as wearing. a "long

green skirt 570
¢, Devices,

In the opening paragraph which 1s over a page in length,

Malemud, as is his wont, gives us a capsule of Yakovis 1life,

and a foreshadowing of what will happen., Tn those first
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few lines of the novel we learn that the fixer is in Kilev}
a young boy has been murdered; the Jews are blamed for it
by the Black Hundreds, the accusation is ritual murder;
Bok has falsefied hisg identity and is living in a none
- Jewish neighborhood; his own father had been killled by
drunken soldiers, and Yakov has lived through at least one

pogrom,

Be Plctures of Fldelmang An Exhibition,

Plotures of Fidelmany An Exhibition is divided into

six stories - vignettes - of Arthur Fidelman's life, The
first three chapters (with minor slterations) had pree

viously appeared in The Magic Barrel and Idiots First,
as "The Last Mohican," "Still Life,” and "Naked Nude,"
The contlnuing sequences are btitled "A Pimp's Revenge,"
"Pictures of the Artist," and "@glass Blower of Venlce,"

| In the second half of the book we rollow Fldelmants
journey through 1lfe a8 he moves from palnter to seulptor
to his final destination as & glass blower, These last
three stories are more exotiec and erotic than the  evious
publications; Further, in the later stories, as in The
Fixer, we find that the major character mekes a decisive
bfeak with his past, This conscious move from passive %o
agtive role reflects a new and important change of attibude

in Malamud's fiction,
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1, "A Pimp's Revenge"

Malamid, through Fidelmsn, has developed the scope
of his art, or perhaps it 1s the other way aroﬁnd. In
r-any case "A Pimp!s Revenge" deplcts the culminating episode
of Fid@lm&n as painter, Throughout the early period our
artist manqué had tried to find himself (though unsuccesss
fﬁlly) in painting., Nonetheless, he kept working at his
task, struggling, straining, seeking to capture his soul,
In'this fourth étory the artist finally comes %o a cons
elusive insights the realization What wherever his future
lies, whatever his forte, 1t 1s not to be found via the
paintbrush, In this chapter Fidelman is able to achieve
a kind of catharsls « he paints the picture which has
alluded him throughout his "oareer" ., Thbugh he had ine
tended to do a "Mother with Child" (the artist and his
mother,) it becomes another men and woman altogether:
"prostitute and Procurer."37l TFeeling it his most honest
piece of work, the artist thinks to himself that "what 1%
means I suppose, is I am what I became from a young age.
Then he thought it has no meaning, a paintingts &
péinting.”372 If there 18 a meaning, however, perhaps 1t
is that Fidelman actually feels that he has prostituted
his life to the muse of painting, and that he should seek
his fortune elsewhere, This is indicated by the fact that

héicannot let the finished canvas go -~ he tries to perfect

it
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andih so dolng he ruins the effect, He was right - it

was his most honest piece of work - and it too was a faiiure.
Once again he has to seék & new life, a new meaning for
himself, As Fidelman himself had mentioned, in the finsal

analysis "the truth is you have to liberate yourself,®579
2o "Pilctures of the Artist"

In bhé next story "Pictures of the Artist" we find a
collage of events, almost surrealistic in style, This
story, basically told in the third person, and almost
devoid of dialoguey, resembles a stream of consclousness
approach filled with humorous puns, play on words, illusiona
and allusions, Having rejected the medium of brushes and

01ls the artist ﬁurna to sculptings holes in the ground,

| "To sculpt a perfect hole, the volume and gravity

(cohstant& Invent space., Surround matter with hole rather
than vice versa®374 was his goal, Happily, just as
"Giotto is said to have been able to draw a-perfect frees
hand cirecle, so could Fidelman dig a perfect square hole
Without measurement, He arranged the sculptures singly
or in pairs according to the necessity of the Art,"S75
Having dug hls seculptures the arﬁist would then unwind a
,éanvaa sign and exhiblt the work, for a slight admission
fee, |

Though he found that not many appreciated this form of

art he was able to live, Those who came and saw were
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ama2ed, though the narrator explains that 1t was not known
if 1t was by the "art" they saw or at their own stuplidity.

Some of the viewers, after gazing
steadfastly at the sculptures,

were llke sheep in their expression,
as 1f wondering whether they had
been deecelved; some were stony faced,
ag 1f they knew they had been. But
few complained aloud, being ashamed
to admit the%g folly, if indeed 1%
wore folly,“

Though Fidelman hed some limited success at this
venture it still did not fill his inner need to be a true
artist, This 1s brought out within the chapter when the
sculptor meets a shédoWy figure, by his admisslion the
devil == at least an, if not The Adversary == who points

out to Fidelman that he has "not yet learned what is the

difference between something and nothinge"577

In this particular vignette Malamud defines once

ﬁgain what mants role should be in the world, This is
done through the figure of SUsskind the refugee whom we had

rirqt met in the story "The Last Mohlcan,® Here Susskind

is piofured a3 a prophet (possibly Jesus of Nazareth)

who preaohes a message reminiscent of a former bilblical
personage, the prophet Micahg

Tell the truth, Dont cheat, If
its easy it dont mesan its good,
Be kind, specially to those that
they got less than you, I want
for everybody justice, Must
also be charity., If you feel
good give charity., If you feel
bad give charity. Must also be
mercy., Be nice, dont fight,
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Children, how éan we live without
merey? If you have no mercy for
me I shall not live. Love, mercy,
;2ag%gy. si;; not so easy belleve
The above quotation may have been inspired from these
wordss ™It has been told to you, man, what is good, and
what the Lord expects from you = merely to aect Justly, to
love mercy, and to walk along with your God," (Micah 6:8),
Noneth@less, Susskind appears in this chapber bearw
ing many of the symbols of the hilstorical Jesus as pPro=
sented in the Gospels, including =~ ambiguous references, to
his being the Redeemer, to his bétrayal,'and to his arucifixion.579
Even "Susskind” can be interpreted Christologically = in
Yiddish it means "Sweet Child." This strange section withw
in the chapter then ends with the followlng figure, pres=
sented here as it is in the book,
| P
t o tem
B

Suss
KingSao

The intent of the above figure (& cross ?), the faéﬁ that

it reads‘SuSSMking instead of Susskind, ﬁuch lesé the

whole episode itself, 1s unclear, AS Malaﬁud once suggesbed
jin response to a question about symbolism within his stories,
"You may read in what you af@ readingg you are the reader,"S58l

Amen,
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As the Susskind/Jesus figure is unclear as to intent,

80 1s the following seemingly kabbalistie figure beyond
simple explanation, As in the cross (%) it is presented
here as found in the chapter: . |

"l2 12 12 12 12 12-12 12 12 12 12 12 12 12 12 12 12 12 12
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Perhaps Malamud just wanted to gilve an example forv

an explanation offered by Fldelman earlier in the chapter,
for when challenged as to the artistry behind one of his
works, our hero replieds

Because you can't see 1t doesn't
mean it isntt there, As for use
or uselessness, rather think that
that 1s Art which is made by the
artist to be Art . . . Tough titty
if you can't comprehend Art,
Fidelman is sgid to have replied,
Fuck off nowe989

An interesting approache

3« "Glass Blower of Venice®™

In the last story Fldelman finally comes of age, he
finds himself. In this concluding chapter he is introduced

not only to a new form of love (homosexuality) but a new

profession (glass blowing), Here he finally, and irrevow

éably is weaned of his past attempts at painting, His
lover takes a knife and slashes the old canvasses that

Fidelman he& kept, He does so saying to the artist manqué}
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"igty for your own sake, Show who!s master of your fate «
bad art or you . . o Don't waste your life doing what you
cantt do,"98%

The last view we have of the artist 1s as he says
goodbye to his loverementor, Them "Fidelman salled from
Venice on a Portugese frelighter., In Amerieca he worked
a8 a craftsman in glass and loved men snd women,™585

Pi@tureé of Fidelman: An Exhibition is the most

recent book that Malamud has published, Though it lacks

the depth of some of the previous works, notably The Assistant

and The Fixer, 1% possesses a theme that contimnues throughw

out Malsmudts works - the idea that we can better our

situation, If we sincerely work at our condition, we can
find our way ih life, we have the potential of becoming a
full person., As with all the characters we have seen, the
struggle for manhood is long, tedlious, beset with pitfalls

and reverses, We should not expect help from the outside,

for "™the truth is you have to liberate yourself ,"586 m¢
be sure, as Susskind explained, "ita not so easy believe
me" 387 yet nonetheless, if we continue to act with mercy

towards others and towards ourselves, we shall succeed,




CHAPTER VII

CONCLUSION

A, Christiani%y and Love
1 Christianity

. Some erities interpret the recurring theme of pain
and affliction in Malamudts works as symbolic of Christlanw
1tys, When they see Malamud's Jews suffering they equate
it with "Christts suffering on the cross to save humenity."
In my estimation thié is a kind of,eiségesisz reading
into Malamudfs work something that Just does not exist
in it.

Gabriel Pearson tells us that "Malamud!s parables
have strong Christian 0vertoneﬂ."388 He supports this
theslis further by polnbting out that "in Malamud, the Jewish
coﬁdition = humanlty revealed through suffering - 1s a
ré@tatemﬁnt of essential Christianity,“339 Glenn Meeter,
another critié, feels that Jewish and Christian themes are
unifed_in Malamudts works; he speaks of the "weight of
past sin and guilt upon the present®®90 and finds that
"Malamudts major symbolic strategy « » « 18 to make the Jew
a Christ=figure,"s91
N With the speciflc exceptlions of Frank Alpine's ties %o
Francis of Assisi and Shimon Susskind!s belng portrayed
et one point as the prophet from Nazareth, I find the
argument for'eontinued Christian symbolism to be specious,

o] 57 e
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& BSuffering

As was explained in Chapter Three (pages 70 f£f),
'suffering 1s not something that 1s sought after by Malamudts

Jews, Capsuled in a statement found in The Assistanbt, Malaes

mud tells us through Morris Bober that "if you Iive, you
suffer, Some people suffer more, but not because they
ﬁant.“593

In order to pin the label of Christianity on the
characters, questionable logic 1s used, We are asked
to.bélieve that Henry Levin-freeman ié & symbolic Christian
because (in "The Lady of the Lake"), he denies his Judalsm,
“The Jew is most a Jew and hence, in Malamud's extraordinary
dialectic, most a Christiaen, when he suffers the supreme
torment of betraying his own Judaism,N393 When you deny
your origins, this can hardly make you "most a Jew," much
less "most a christian.“ Yakov Bok (The Pixer) also at one
point denies his Judaism, and this becomes another reason
to see him as & ﬁJewwaSMGhrist" figure, Furthermore,
reasons critie Péarson’ Yakov Bok 1s "paradoxically Christe
like because limited and sometimes urmmerciful.”®9% Indeed
paradoxioa1¢ |

Yakov, like Frank Alpine, Morris Bober, and others,
ig‘no way welcomes suffering, He finds it absurd. In o
way does he feel that he is taking on the burden of humanity
with his pains. In no way does he pretend to be more than

he is: a falsely accused, innocent, little man. No savior
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of mankind he, Jjust a fixer == of materials, not bodies

or souls., Yakov states quite plainly: "I fix whatts

broken = except in the heart,"39% Though we might suggest
ﬁhat he is a "fixer of himself," he certainly does not see
himself as a savior for others,. Referrihg to his oppressors,
h@.asks, "Tim only one man, what do they want from me,"596

b. symbols for humanity

Glenn Meeter suggests that Malamud!s

"symbolic Jews" are symbolic by
an extenslon of Renalssance and
Christian symbolism, In that
symbolism the Church is the new
Israel and the Christlan a
spiritual son of Abraham . . o
What Malamud has done 18 to exw
tend the concept of Israel and
the Church to humanity at large,
while keeping the Jew as his
central symbol.®?

Meeter is correct when he assumes that Malamud often
uses his Jews as me taphors for humanity (see Chapter Three),
but to ascribe conscious Christian symbolism is, at best,

gquestionable,

In the story "Angel Levine,"™ Meeter sees strong
- parailéls to the New Testament narrative, Though the story
would seem to be clearly a modern approach to the parsadox
in the book of Job, (see page 7b), Meeter noteé "more
directly than to the Job story, « « e Zﬁre the parallels
t27 Peterts vision of Gentilé food,'the Good Samaritan,

and Jesus and the Roman Centurion, as well as to Paults
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admonition to hospltelitys ‘t1for thereby many have enterw
tained angels, unawares,t"598 In similar fashion in

The Assistant Meeter finds Christian ritual presented,

"When Morris hands him a roll Frank says, 'Jesus, this is

good bread,! and the reader, thus tipped off, knows that
he is in the presence of a Communione"399 Before he Mbroke

bread" with Morris, Frank had "broken" into Morrlist store

and soon after this "Communion® Frank "breaks" trust and

steals again from Morris, If Malamud had intended to _ﬁp

present this as a Communion, 1t was done Iln a most ironilc
fashion, | }

Certéinly one may read Christianity into Malamud's i
works, but to my mind the stories stand well by themselves,

We do not need these (forced) interpretations to understand

Malamud!s purposSes

26 LoOVe

‘-Love has an ambiguous role in Malamud's works.
Jonathan Baumbach has written that "Love is the redemptive

grace in Malamudts fiction," what we might call "the highest

godd, Defeat of love 1s the tragedy., Love rejected, love
mlsplaced, love betrayed, loveless lusti these are the main
évils in Malamud's fictional world,"400 " Baumbach's statow
‘ment is correct as long a8 we understand love to mean first
love of self and then followed by love for our fellow human

beingd as individualse, The heroes in Malamudis fiction
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are people who have developed a feeling of self-worth (who
have overcome their self-hatred) and then sought to touch
others with their goodness, Love 18 an active state of
’being, When compassion, care, concern and understanding
remain passive, Malamud seems to say, they are not real
love, Love is something that comes from within, that has
to be shared by men, making them better people. As Elie
Wiesel wrote of Malamuds

He 1s, like Camus, one of those

rare writers of the post=war

period who ls at ease with acts

of love and acts of madness,

Camus maintained that 1t is

necessary to create a world of

joy %o protest against a universe

of sadness, Malamud appears to -

have adopted this attitude within

the domain of arte, The heroes of

both authers are never entirely

losty their pozaiions never

irretrievable,

Be Somé lagt words

The world of Bernard Malamud 18 & place of little men,
of péople who face many of the same 1life étruggles that we
do. They are.not magnates or millionaires, politlcos or
kihg mekers = rather very average people who, on thelir own
level, seek to sustain themselves physically and spiritually,

These people have more than just a passing acquaintance

With real problems -~ they actively wrestle with thelr lives,
anduthedyr conscilences, Tempted, some fall, but most win the
match, Like Jacob, they have striven with beings divine

and human and have prevalled,

i
P
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Though his fiction is set within certain time-place

. situations -« the postanepressibn.years, pre=Revolutionary
Russia, post=-World War II New York City or Italy, the iy
Pacific Northwesti =- we do not feel bound to these external .
encumbrances, for many of Malamud!s characters reflect all
men in a timeless placeless world,

Malamudts metaphor is the Jewish people., While the A

nonmJews are well portrayed and believable, his Jews are
most memorable, He knows them well and is able to tell L
his stories through them., Malamud uses hls heritage to W‘,

create a feeling of beauty and an atmosphere of menschlichkeilt.

ﬂe writes about Jews because he "knows them best," but he
writes for all men because for him "all men are Jews,"

As his writing has developed over the years, Malamud
seems to have been drawn more into the realm_of political
action, There is a significant difference between a basee
béll player who 1s completely oblivious to social concerns
and a Yakov Bok who speaks éf changing history, of fighting

for freedoms

"The purpose of the writer," Bernard Malamud has told

us, "is to keep civilization from destroying 1tself 402

As we conclude this study of hils works, we can see thatl
ou? author has suggested several ways in which we can help
ourselves in which we can improve our condltione

Perhaps the outstanding point in his fictlon has been

his continuing faith in man, "My premise is , + » we will
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‘gseek & better life, We may not become better, but at least

‘we will seek betterment.“405 His éhara@ters do more than

speak of morality and goodness, bthey aet on it. Though

they are consciocus of how "pastedrenched present time /Ts/M404
and feel its influence upon them, they nonetheless remain

free, The past mey influence the present, but self-«determination
is possible, As Malamud developed his fiction, more and

mbre we see.the idea that a corollary of man's freedom is

the .imperative to act, Since life is not fated, he

wrote in The Fixer, history can be reversed,?9® mhis

very Jewlsh writer, consclous of what his people has endured,
counsels that wé mast become involved politically, we can
not allow tyrants to abuse us again, Too long have Jews
been the vietims of history!'s ruthless leaders, ﬁow we
shall stand and take action, "There's no such thing as an
unpolitical man, especially a Jew; You cantt be one without
thb other . . ; You cant!t s8it still and see yourself dew=
stroyéd ¢ ¢« o Where therets no fight for it there!s no
freedom,"406

Man may suffer in his life, but there.certainly is no
wey to rationalize the need for pain, muoh less ments
“eruelty to man, "What suffering has taught me is the use=
léssness of suffering s . o therets enough of that to live
with naturally without piling on a mountain of injustice
on tope. Rachmones, we say in Hebrew - mercy, one oughtnft

to Forget 1to,"407 These words would have had meaning in
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1911 as they do today., This is still a pitiless, black and
. bloody world,

One critic explained that as "a romantic, Malamud
writes of heroes; a realist, he writes of their defeats,"408
True enough, but we must add that out of defeat often springs
victory,. The adversary may be a self=defeating personal
attitude,rthe bureaucracy of a university or the state it
self, Tt matters not, for if the indlvidual wills it, he
is free to try to change his own direction or that of
soclety!s, Certainly no man-made institution is exempt
froﬁ eriticism, In this age of vocal protest and demonstras
tions against the multl-university or the misplaced values
of govermment, Malamudts words have & prophetic ringe
Though 1t may be a last resort, if an institution, a
college or even the "state acts in ways that are abhorrent
to human nature /When change is impossible/ itts the lesser
evil to destroy 16,409 This may be a militant position,
bﬁt when ﬁhe normal channels fall, we must stand, we must
act, Sometimes, sadly, "after a short time of sunlight
you awake in a black and bloody world., Overnight a madman
is bbrn who thinks , . « blood is water, Overnight life
becomes worthless. The innocent borniwifhout: innosengs " 410
The manman may come to pewer, he need not remain there, but
to change the situation our action is necessary, AS
Bernard Malamud has explained, 1t is up to each one of us

to"protect the human, the good, the innocent,"41ll
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Some time ago we spoke of a friend of Pooh's named Eeyore,
~ who had felt that "this writing business, Pencils and what i
not + . .‘ZWQ§7'overated.“412 As we have shown "thds-wrkiting
business"need not be “overated,">in fact 1t can suggest: i
much to us, More to the point, Pooh, Piglet, Eeyore, with .
thelr friends lived in the Enchanted Forest, The world of
Pooh was an imaginative, exciting, beautiful place where 1

people cared about one another, It was even more wondrous

because truth grew among the fiction and the pine trees,
Malamud?!s world is different from Pooh's == it is
starker, more solemn and serious w- yet they share excitew
ment, imagination, people who are compassionate, and most
imporbantly, there too among the fiction and the pine trees

we can find direction and truthe
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