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About the Book

When this second volume of The Life of Saul Bellow opens, Bellow, at forty-nine, is at the pinnacle of American letters – rich, famous, critically acclaimed. The expected trajectory is one of decline: volume 1, rise; volume 2, fall. Bellow never fell, producing some of his greatest fiction (Mr Sammler’s Planet, Humboldt’s Gift, all his best stories), winning two more National Book Awards, a Pulitzer Prize, and the Nobel Prize. At eighty, he wrote his last story; at eighty-five, he wrote Ravelstein. In this volume, his life away from the desk, including his love life, is if anything more dramatic than in volume 1. In the public sphere, he is embroiled in controversy over foreign affairs, race, religion, education, social policy, the state of culture, the fate of the novel.

Bellow’s relations with women were often fraught. In the 1960s he was compulsively promiscuous (even as he inveighed against sexual liberation). The women he pursued, the ones he married and those with whom he had affairs, were intelligent, attractive and strong-willed. At eighty-five he fathered his fourth child, a daughter, with his fifth wife. His three sons, whom he loved, could be as volatile as he was, and their relations with their father were often troubled.

Although an early and engaged supporter of civil rights, in the second half of his life Bellow was angered by the excesses of Black Power. An opponent of cultural relativism, he exercised great influence in literary and intellectual circles, advising a host of institutes and foundations, helping those he approved of, hindering those of whom he disapproved. In making his case, he could be cutting and rude; he could also be charming, loyal, and funny. Bellow’s heroic energy and will are clear to the very end of his life. His immense achievement and its cost, to himself and others, are also clear.


About the Author

Zachary Leader is Professor of English at the University of Roehampton. He is the author of Reading Blake’s Songs, Writer’s Block, Revision and Romantic Authorship and The Life of Kingsley Amis. Among the books he has edited are The Letters of Kingsley Amis and On Modern British Fiction. He is a Fellow of the Royal Society of Literature.
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1

Fame and Politics in the 1960s

THE LAUNCH PARTY for Herzog was held on September 22, 1964, two days after Julian Moynihan pronounced the novel “a masterpiece” on the front page of The New York Times Book Review and Philip Rahv called Bellow “the finest stylist at present writing fiction in America” in a review in the New York Herald Tribune Book Week.1 Alfred Kazin was among the guests at the launch, and while waiting for his wife to arrive he amused himself by picking out “the customers for Saul’s party from the regulars at 21. It was so easy!” The regulars were better looking, the partygoers, “stamped with the difference of their background and their trade,” deeply depressing. In they came, “Arabel Porter and Katy Carver and all the old loves, would-be loves, friends and near friends, the hits and misses—even Vassiliki [Rosenfeld]. All so stale, isn’t it? All so bloody familiar?” Only Bellow impressed:


Saul, our plebeian princeling and imaginative king, standing there, gray, compact, friendly and aloof, receiving his old friends whom he had invited to 21 … Saul alone of all the old gang has achieved first-class status…. Saul alone has made it, with the furious resistance of personal imagination to the staleness of the round. There’s more yet for me, he cries in his heart, more, much more! Nothing is stale, he cries, if only you look at it hard enough, see in it aspects of human fate in general. Put your story on the universal stage of time, and the old Chicago friends will seem as interesting as kings in the old history books.2



Two days earlier, when the first reviews of Herzog appeared, Kazin had pondered Bellow’s public persona. The face he presented to the world, Kazin decided, resembled Charlie Chaplin’s “in that first photograph of the tramp—the face absolutely open to life, open, humble, almost childlike, in its concentrated wistfulness and naïve expectancy. Above all a face submissive to the fates.” This face, Kazin imagined, was worn by Herzog, and “Saul himself now wears [it] in company. He sits in the waiting room, prepared to be ushered into anything. What will you do with me? he asks, recognising a stronger power than himself.” Kazin admired Bellow’s air of containment, expectancy, passivity, but also found it irritating. “Saul now wears an aspect mild and submissive,” he writes in a journal entry of September 5, before the book was published. “He puts his ear willing to anything you may have to say to him. He is available to you, he is interested in you, and he is most polite. But the minute he has registered what you have to say, he turns it into food for thought—and you find yourself sacrificing ‘your’ thought for the pleasure of having him develop it.” Almost a year later, in a journal entry of August 1, 1965, Kazin complains of “Saul’s usual trick of having others make the effort, his immobility in company…. Saul is in an interesting state of self-consciousness, of course, because of his present fame and fortune. Having worked so long to make it, he now is suffering even more than usual because he has. He intimated, making almost a physical point of it as usual, that he sought anonymity…. He was, as usual, making mental lassos of everyone to himself. And I was tired of adjusting to him.”

Within a month of publication, Herzog was number one on the best-seller list, supplanting John le Carré’s The Spy Who Came In from the Cold. Money began rolling in. New American Library purchased the paperback rights to Dangling Man and The Victim for $77,000 and Fawcett paid $371,350 for the paperback rights to The Adventures of Augie March and Herzog.3 “Guys, I’m rich,” Mitzi McClosky remembers Bellow declaring. “What can I get for you? Can I buy you something? Do you need any money?” On October 30, Sam Goldberg, his lawyer friend, wrote to Bellow to ask what he should do about the manuscript of Augie. “I am sitting with a $25,000 manuscript. I have no safe here which can hold it…. Are you going to dispose of the manuscripts this year or are you saving it for 1965”—for tax purposes, that is. On November 18, Bellow received an invitation from Mark Schorer, of the English Department at Berkeley, to teach one course for one semester and deliver two public lectures, for a fee of twelve thousand dollars. He turned it down. In December, he donated the Augie and Henderson manuscripts to the University of Chicago and turned down a five-thousand-dollar award from The Kenyon Review, in both cases because of taxes. He donated Tivoli, the ramshackle house he’d bought in 1956, to nearby Bard College, including the household contents: washing machine, refrigerator, walnut dining table, hi-fi, garden furniture, gas rotary lawn mower, garden tools. Meanwhile, the University of Chicago raised his salary to twenty thousand dollars.4 Henry Volkening, his agent, negotiated offers for the film rights to Henderson (as did Sam Freifeld, to Volkening’s consternation5). “Don’t laugh,” wrote Volkening to Bellow on March 24, 1965, “but Peter Sellers is among the other stars with whom it is being discussed.” There were also inquiries about Herzog. Robert Bolt, Richard Burton, and Fred Zinnemann were interested in filming the novel; Zinnemann suggested that Harold Pinter write the screenplay.6

Bellow was kept advised of all these matters in lengthy, at times weekly, letters from Volkening. Throughout the 1960s, he himself was advising foundations and institutes: Yaddo, the Rockefeller, the Guggenheim, the Longview (from Texas, administered by Harold Rosenberg), the Ford, the Salk, the National Institute of Arts and Letters, the Peace Corps, the Princeton University Department of Philosophy. On January 21, 1965, Volkening wrote to Philip Heller of Heller, Strauss and Moses, a Chicago accounting firm, listing payments made to Bellow in 1964 (royalties, serial rights, foreign rights, movie options, etc.). They amounted to $121,682.91 gross and $109,447.22 net. His 1966 tax return reported income of $140,000 (estimated by James Atlas at “about $800,000 in today’s terms”7), a figure nearly matched in the returns for 1967 and 1968. On February 19, 1965, Bellow wrote to the poet Stanley Burnshaw about his newfound prosperity: “In my simplicity I thought the noise of Herzog would presently die down, but it seems only to get louder. I can’t pretend it’s entirely unpleasant. After all, I wanted something to happen, and if I find now that I can’t control the volume I can always stuff my ears with money.” In March 1965, Herzog won the National Book Award, which Bellow had previously won for The Adventures of Augie March. Also in March, Volkening and Denver Lindley, of Viking, put Bellow up for membership in the Century Association. As money, honors, and front-page profiles accumulated, even his brother Maury took notice. “The kid finally did it,” he declared.8 On November 15, 1964, at the end of a typed single-spaced letter devoted to money and business, Henry Volkening apologized and offered advice and reassurance. “Adjustment to success, though less harrowing than adjustment to shall we say figuring out how to ‘get along,’ does nevertheless pose its problems, does it not? But look, I know how these things distract you from things you want to think about…. And I’ll do my level best to minimize them, and have them be a benefit.”

Money and its management were distractions for Bellow, but they were also ways of connecting to his brothers and sister. Now Bellow could enter into family business discussions—if not as an equal, at least as a participant. Volkening cautioned Bellow against getting involved in the market (“You have earned all of this big money the hard way,” he wrote on May 19, 1965; “it is very much easier to lose money than to increase it”), but when Bellow began to dabble, he put him in touch with his brother, a stockbroker. Now Volkening’s letters contained stock tips as well as news of contracts and foreign sales. This was the period when Lesha, Bellow’s niece, began to hear him utter the phrase “Vu bin ikh?” (“Where am I in this?”) when deals and investments were discussed at family gatherings. He hired a Wall Street stockbroker and a prominent Chicago lawyer, Marshall Holleb, who was involved in real estate and property development. Because Bellow never fully engaged with business affairs, he was never very good at them, alternately too trusting or not trusting enough, impatient, shocked at setbacks. After almost fifty years of hard work and money worry, he found it difficult to accept the realities of prosperity. When Robert Hatch, an editor of The New Republic, met him in the summer of 1965, all Bellow could talk about was taxes. He had just written a check for forty thousand dollars to the Internal Revenue Service.9 When David Goldknopf, an old acquaintance, asked Bellow about acquiring an agent, he recommended “a young woman named Candida Donadio” from Volkening’s office, later an important agent in her own right; Volkening himself, like Bellow, was “overbusy, all too successful and risen into the nirvana of the harassed.”10 When not harassed about money, Bellow glowed with success. Mitzi McClosky remembers him after Herzog as “like a phoenix. The earlier Saul had disappeared. He was on top of the world.”11

ALMOST A YEAR before Herzog was published, while Bellow was frantically at work on the last stages of the novel, he lost one of his oldest and closest friends. On October 16, 1963, Oscar Tarcov suffered a second heart attack and died at forty-five. The death was especially cruel because Tarcov’s fortunes as a writer were at last on the rise. The decision he made in 1958, after his first coronary, to give up work at the Anti-Defamation League in order to write, had been a risk; by 1963, it seemed to be paying off. Tarcov had been writing plays, and they’d been getting some notice. Two of his one-act plays were produced at the Herbert Berghof Studio (Berghof was later to direct a workshop production of Seize the Day, with Mike Nichols as Tommy Wilhelm). On March 2, 1963, Bellow wrote to Tarcov, praising his most recent play, “The Interviewer,” which he called “thorough, subtle and complete. By far the best thing you’ve written.” He added that he’d “be more than surprised if it’s not successfully produced; I’ll be shocked.” The praise was a great tonic. “I could have kissed you,” Tarcov replied.12 Two months later, on May 11, Tarcov wrote a newsy letter in which he talked about his children and a new play he’d written; he was looking forward to having Bellow and Susan visit soon, but his health was not good: “I’m in a little trouble again.” He was experiencing chest pains and other disturbing symptoms and was scheduled to return to hospital for tests. “This will be the eighth hospital visit in less than ten years.” In early October, however, there was good news. Kermit Bloomgarden, who had produced Death of a Salesman, The Diary of Anne Frank, The Music Man, and Look Homeward, Angel, on Broadway, had taken out an option on “The Interviewer.” A summer tour was projected, then a Broadway run. Bellow sent congratulations, in an undated letter written only a week or two before Tarcov died. On October 19, three days after Tarcov’s death, a distraught Bellow wrote to John Berryman that he’d “rather die myself than endure these deaths, one after another, of all my dearest friends…. Eventually survival feels degrading.”

Bellow did not attend Oscar Tarcov’s funeral, as he had not attended Isaac Rosenfeld’s funeral; he apologized to Tarcov’s son, Nathan, in a moving letter of October 22 and visited the family some days later. As Greg Bellow remembers it, his father did not attend the funeral because his wife, Susan, some four months pregnant, “began to have medical problems and he could not leave her.”13 Presumably, the problems cleared up quickly. When Bellow arrived at the Tarcov apartment, he was, according to Ted Hoffman, “distraught,” “spooked,” “very tender.”14 Edith Tarcov was understanding, or so correspondence suggests, but Greg Bellow, now a sophomore at the University of Chicago, was angry, not so much that Bellow had failed to attend, but that he’d failed to tell him he wasn’t going to attend. “We all loved Oscar and I felt it imperative that Saul, Anita [Greg’s mother, Bellow’s first wife] or I attend the funeral,” Greg writes. If Bellow wasn’t going to attend, Greg would go in his place, but Bellow “thoughtlessly … only told me after the funeral that he had not attended.”15 In the letter to Nathan Tarcov, who was fifteen, Bellow expressed sorrow at Oscar’s death and acute sympathy for Nathan. Bellow had been Tarcov’s friend for thirty years. That the friendship was unbroken, he wrote to Nathan, in a passage quoted in part in chapter 4 of the first volume of this biography (henceforth referred to by its subtitle, To Fame and Fortune), was Oscar’s doing, “since I was sometimes hasty and bad-tempered.” The friendship began, as did the friendship with Rosenfeld, in the year Bellow’s mother died, something Bellow makes much of in the letter.


I’m sure I brought to these relationships emotions caused by that death. I was seventeen—not much older than you. If I explain this to you, it’s not because I want to talk about myself. What I mean to say is that I have a very special feeling about your situation. I experienced something like it. I hope that you will find—perhaps you have found—such friends as I had on Lemoyne St. in 1933. Not in order to “replace” your father, you never will, but to be the sort of human being he was. He invested his life in relationships. In making such a choice a man sooner or later realizes that to love others is his answer to inevitable death. Other answers we often hear are anger, rebellion, bitterness. Your father, by temperament, could make no other choice. Perhaps you wondered why I was so attached to him. He never turned me away when I needed him. I hope I never failed him, either.



In the weeks that followed Tarcov’s death, Bellow agreed to help with “The Interviewer,” not only by lending his name to the production but by working on revisions. On January 1, 1964, he wrote to Kermit Bloomgarden with a detailed list of “specific proposals” for the play’s revision, mostly having to do with a certain vagueness or mystery about the Interviewer’s work, but also suggesting ways of speeding up the action and sharpening the dialogue. The letter concludes with a promise to provide Bloomgarden with “a detailed scheme for the revision … as soon as there is a practical necessity for it. I expect to have time to work on this play later this winter or early in the summer of 1964. I will do what I can to help the production. My belief in its ultimate success is strong.” After what Nathan calls “a certain amount of work,” however, Bellow withdrew from the project. Without an author, the producers lost heart and the play was never produced. Edith Tarcov was very upset, and her daughter, Miriam Tarcov, looking back, accuses Bellow of “putting his reputation above his friendship,” though she admits that “it was difficult for Saul to lend his name to it or immerse himself in the work when he couldn’t quite get it, couldn’t find his voice in it.” Bellow’s claim that her father was a man who “invests his life in relationships” also bothers her. In precarious health, with a wife and two children to support, Tarcov quit a steady job, cashed in an insurance policy of twenty-five thousand dollars, and devoted himself to writing. He, too, she argues, put writing first. “To be a good father, a good husband, that wasn’t for him the driving force,” Miriam claims.16

Tarcov’s was not the only death to shake Bellow at this period. A year later, on October 14, 1964, Pat Covici, his editor at Viking, died, also of a heart attack. He was seventy-six, and his death occurred the month after Herzog was published and only days before it topped the best-seller list.17 The novel is dedicated to Covici, “A great editor and, better yet, an affectionate friend.” Bellow attended the funeral and contributed to a collection of tributes privately printed a year later by Viking.18 “I loathe funerals and wasn’t planning to attend,” he wrote to the novelist Norman Rosten, “but I did love the old man dearly and at the last minute I found I was unable to sit it out in Chicago.”19 Covici and his wife, Dorothy, with the Ludwigs, had been the only out-of-town guests when Bellow and his second wife, Sasha, got married in Reno. In the years leading up to Herzog, it was Covici who persuaded Viking to carry Bellow with advances totaling ten thousand dollars, who smoothed over Bellow’s tantrums and anxieties, keeping the value of the work squarely in view. “It was years before I understood how necessary his quixotic belief was to me,” Bellow wrote in his tribute. “When I sometimes observed that things were not as simple as he thought, he answered that neither were they so very complicated.” To Bellow, Covici was “an old prospector” mining for literary treasure, “never doubting he would strike it rich.” He’d done it before—others among his authors who wrote tributes were Arthur Miller, Joseph Campbell, John Steinbeck, and Malcolm Cowley—and would do so again. “He would not behave like an elderly man.” After his death, Bellow kept in touch with Dorothy Covici and with their son, Pascal, Jr., who was to become chair of the English Department at Southern Methodist University. Shortly after winning the Nobel Prize in Literature, Bellow accepted an invitation from Pascal, Jr., to give a reading at SMU. It was attended by sixteen hundred people. When Bellow finished the reading, he received a standing ovation.

ALTHOUGH BELLOW WAS famous and successful as a novelist, he received no standing ovations as a playwright. His first play, The Last Analysis, opened on Broadway on October 1, 1964, and closed within a month. The most painful review it received was from Walter Kerr, the influential drama critic of the New York Herald Tribune, later drama critic of The New York Times.20 Like Herzog, the play went through many drafts and versions. The earliest manuscript dates from the beginning of 1958, when Bellow was still writing Henderson the Rain King, a work not dissimilar in comic register. In the years leading up to its Broadway production, Bellow worked on the play while working on Herzog (having several projects on the boil simultaneously was a common practice with him, one he encouraged other writers to emulate as a way of overcoming creative blockage). On March 6, 1958, Lillian Hellman wrote in praise of the first draft but also with “one small suggestion: remember that on a stage, with people doing the talking, one can cut, hit, sharpen, move on with greater speed, than one can in a novel.” Bellow had written the first version “in a week,” thinking “like many writers … what the hell, anyone can write a play.” When Hellman pointed out that his play would take eight hours to perform, he began cutting. Six and a half years later, on the eve of its production, he confessed, “I feel like I’ve been cutting it ever since.”21 At the end of the summer of 1959, after sending a second version to Hellman, he went to visit her on Martha’s Vineyard to hear what she thought. He was not encouraged. “She says I’ve written a lot of interesting soliloquies, but there’s not a play in sight,” he reported to his friend Keith Botsford, in an undated letter. A year later, after extensive reworking, Hellman’s verdict, in a letter of June 7, 1960, remained unchanged. Though “brilliant in places, very funny, imaginative, the best kind of wonderful wacky … I just don’t think it’s a play. I don’t think it’s found it’s [sic] form, it doesn’t move far enough from the basic joke.”22

This joke derives from the play’s lead character, Philip Bummidge, a fading television comedian tired of comedy routines and longing for a deeper, more meaningful life. To attain such a life, he sets out to free himself, both from neuroses, variously characterized as “Humanitis” and “Pagliacci Gangrene” (“Caused as all gangrene is by a failure of circulation. Cut off by self-pity. Passivity. Fear. Masochistic rage”),23 and from his many hangers-on, described by the critic Daniel Fuchs as “a pack of fugitives from Volpone.”24 (“I hope you’re having a restful vacation,” Greg wrote to his father on July 30, 1968, “and that you’ve escaped all those people who persecute you as a matter of course.”) Bummidge has devised a form of therapy called “Existenz-Action-Self-analysis” (here), which he intends to demonstrate on himself, broadcasting his treatment on closed-circuit television to an audience of psychiatrists, artists, and comedians gathered at the Waldorf. “It’s like a lecture at the New School,” his son, Max, explains, “but crazier” (here). The hangers-on, who batten on Bummidge “like green fungus on pumpernickel” (here), are appalled, both at the cost of the scheme and at Bummidge’s decision to quit performing as a comic. In the first act, they seek to dissuade him; in the second, they and we watch the broadcast, in which the traumas of Bummidge’s life are re-enacted, interspersed with passages from comedy routines. The broadcast ends with Bummidge acting out a rebirth. To the amazement and dismay of the hangers-on, who want him to continue making money in television, the audience of professionals is deeply impressed. The hangers-on are routed, and Bummidge is reborn. Donning a toga, he declares his intention to teach “the poor, the sad, the bored and tedious of the earth.” He buys an old theater, the Trilby, to be turned into a center for “Existenz-Action-Self-analysis.” Graduates of the center will become “missionaries to England, to Germany, to all those bleak and sadistic countries.” Bummidge’s last words are “I am ready for the sublime.” Then he “raises his arms in a great gesture” (here), and the curtain falls.

Finding a producer for the play was a protracted business. On April 26, 1962, in a letter to his novelist friend Dick Stern, Bellow reported from Tivoli that Herbert Berghof and Uta Hagen were interested, as was Zero Mostel, the ideal Bummidge. Two weeks later, he reported to Toby Cole, the agent Volkening had enlisted to handle theater and film rights for Bellow (also Zero Mostel’s agent), that Gore Vidal had requested a copy of the play. Vidal had had his own play The Best Man produced on Broadway in 1960. Now he sent Bellow’s play to Roger L. Stevens, who had produced The Best Man, and to Joe Anthony, who had directed it. “I got him his director and I got him his producer,” Vidal boasted in an interview (though it took Stevens and Anthony over a year to sign on formally). On August 26, 1962, while Bellow and Susan were on Martha’s Vineyard, Herbert Berghof wrote to reiterate his desire to direct the play. He had a producer in mind, and Walter Matthau was interested in playing Bummidge. Other names Berghof mentioned in connection with the part were Jack Warden, Karl Malden, Rod Steiger, Milton Berle, and Martin Balsam. On October 28, Bellow wrote to Cole about Mostel, who was being difficult, both indecisive and moody, “Tell Zero from me that what his mood wants is a swift kick in the rear to hasten its departure,” a message Bellow thought better of after a few sentences: “Just give him my regards and say ‘Bellow’s compliments, and please hurry up a little.’”25 Five months later, on March 21, 1963, Bellow reported to Cole that Anthony still hoped to direct the play but was at the moment busy with other projects. “Joe is hoping that Zero will accept. He hopes thereby to gain time since Zero is tied up for some months to come.” If Mostel didn’t accept, Bellow doubted Anthony would. But Anthony remained on board. On July 20, 1963, Bellow told Dave Peltz, the most “street” of his Humboldt Park friends (much discussed in chapter 5 of To Fame and Fortune), that he and Anthony had been working on the play for the past five weeks and that, “amazingly, it looks like plays I’ve read…. I don’t think I’ve ever worked harder.” His other news was that Mostel would soon return from a holiday in Europe, and that a first production meeting was tentatively scheduled for August. On September 3, 1963, Bellow wrote again to Peltz. He and Susan would arrive in Chicago from Tivoli on September 26 but would return to New York in January, “to spend three months on Broadway. Whether we spend them with Zero is still unknown.”

It remained unknown for some time. As Mostel procrastinated, author and director decided “to proceed to cast the play as if he didn’t exist” (this to Toby Cole, in an undated note). On November 18, Bellow wrote again to Cole, this time with concerns about Roger Stevens, the producer. “Perhaps we might investigate Lincoln Center further to see whether, if Stevens should poop out in April, we might give the play to [Elia] Kazan etc. Is it unethical? That is still a cut above chaos.” On December 3, once more to Cole, Bellow reported that Joe Anthony had begun to waver. “I’ve taken a very considerable run-around from Zero first (on Joe’s say-so) and then from Joe himself, and I’m a bit fed up.” At last, Mostel said no, having instead, in Robert Brustein’s words, elected “to entertain the Hadassah ladies in Fiddler on the Roof.”26 When Milton Berle also passed on the part, it went to the veteran Broadway actor Sam Levene. That summer, Bellow and Susan spent July and August in a rented house on Martha’s Vineyard, part of the time with Bellow’s son Adam. Bellow was exhausted, as he explained to his friend and first biographer, Ruth Miller, in a letter of June 13, 1964:


Since November, things have gone something like this: Finished Herzog, rewrote my silly play. Taught school; rewrote Herzog, did another version of the play; prepared the novel for the printer, went to NYC to see Adam and cast the play; came home and found galleys, rewrote the book again on the galleys. A batch of fifty of these galleys were taken in a holdup of the Hyde Park post-office. The thieves were caught and the money recovered, but my work was torn to bits (first critical reception?).



The thieves had driven all over the West Side of Chicago in a yellow Cadillac, scattering unwanted mail bags in vacant lots, and it took several days to recover the galleys. In the interim, Bellow received a phone call late at night from a man with a voice like a gangster. He knew where the galleys were and was willing to discuss their return. Bellow was to meet him at midnight beneath the Illinois Central tracks. “Then he let out a loud cackling laugh. It was his brother Maurice.”27 It took the summer for Bellow to recover his energy. In a letter of July 22 to Alfred Kazin, he writes of having “weaned myself from the pills I was taking during the final months of Herzog” and of seeing “a bit of Island society.” What he says of this society is that “Styron is our leader, here in little Fitzgeraldville. Then there is Lillian Hellman, in whom I produce symptoms of shyness” (perhaps because she’d been so tough on the play, or continued to have problems with it). The letter is upbeat: “life is after all simple, decides a complicated mind.” Though a momentous autumn loomed, Bellow was gathering strength to meet it. Herzog would be published on September 19; The Last Analysis would open on Broadway less than two weeks later.

Readying The Last Analysis for Broadway was nerve-racking, involving tense meetings with actors and producers and late-night rewrites. Rehearsals took place in the Belasco Theatre, where the play was to open (and where Charlie Citrine’s hit, Von Trenck, makes his fortune, earning Von Humboldt Fleisher’s enduring enmity). Bellow took a room nearby, in the “furnished squalor” of the Hotel Alden on Central Park West. After rehearsals there were interviews, with streams of reporters. Early in the rehearsal period, an interviewer for the Saturday Review described Bellow in terms similar to those used by Kazin after the launch of Herzog. “At a time when his career seemed to be moving toward a stunning climax, Bellow appears remarkably calm, modest, yet quietly self-assured.”28 Soon after rehearsals began, John Barkham, an interviewer for the Philadelphia Sunday Bulletin, described Bellow as “exhilarated by the experience.”29 The interviewer for The New York Times, Robert Gutwillig, himself a novelist, had not seen Bellow for four or five years. He described him as “almost alarmingly handsome,” with “gray-white” hair and a face that seemed to express “all the life he has seen and understood”: “here’s a guy who’s got more talent than everyone else in the country, and now he’s running for Robert Frost, too.”30 With Gutwillig, Bellow was easy, full of jokes; as opening night approached, his mood darkened.

In addition to cutting and rewriting, Bellow faced, in Pete Hamill’s words, “the kind of tampering with the original idea that causes a writer either to walk out in a huff, or make the small compromises that make most things possible.”31 Bellow didn’t walk out, but in staying, he told Ruth Miller, he was party “to the dismantling of his play.”32 At one point, he and Toby Cole were so alarmed that they tried to get Roger Stevens to shut down the production. That may have been the moment, recounted to Atlas by Joe Anthony, when Bellow was banned from rehearsals. “It was when Saul sensed that we had made wrong judgments that the conflict occurred. There’s a bad side to Saul’s nature, and once he sensed that the production wasn’t going to work, he was quite capable of ruthless indifference to human values—to the point where I had to prevent him from working with us in the theater.”33 According to Bellow’s writer friend Edward Hoagland, “an air of despair pervaded the rehearsals”; the playwright’s posture, Hoagland recalled, was that of “a man awaiting an announced punishment.”34

Punishment is what he got. In a brief “Author’s Note” to the rewritten version of the play published a year later, Bellow described the Broadway production as “a shipwreck” (here). Several critics laid the blame on the actors and the director. Sam Levene was thought to lack the stature to play Bummidge. Levene had been much praised for his performances in Guys and Dolls and Dinner at Eight, but the part of Bummidge, with its long speeches and arcane references, intimidated him, as did Bellow himself, whom he referred to in rehearsals as “the Scholar.” Bellow, in turn, described Levene as “a dear man” who “found it hard to speak a sentence with a subordinate clause.”35 Levene’s “charming and attractive” girlfriend attended all the rehearsals and took notes for him. “She always had a certain number of questions for me about the words the star couldn’t pronounce.” “She would ask: ‘Is this word pronounced fin-it? Fin-yet? Fynyte? Or what?’ And I would have to tell her. She would then inform the star. Once again the next day he would mispronounce the words.”36 Howard Taubman, reviewing the play in The New York Times, praised Levene’s performance, but noted that he several times stumbled over lines, which was especially distracting in a role like that of Bummidge, a figure of angst and slapstick, difficult to pin down. “Poor Sam Levene,” wrote Robert Brustein, in his review in The New Republic, “has been abysmally miscast. At a loss with the part, he has fallen back on the only character he has confidence in, the Jewish garment manufacturer, mugging, grimacing, and ogling until he has flattened the values of the play.” For John Simon, writing in The Hudson Review, Levene as Bummidge was least convincing when puncturing cultural cliché, “rather as if Milton Berle were reading the lines of, say, Coriolanus.” Walter Kerr spread the blame more widely. Are we to take Bummidge seriously or to think of him as a clown? “Bellow sayeth not. Levene sayeth not. Director Joseph Anthony sayeth not.”37

But Bellow had sayeth, in an article of September 27 in The New York Times Book Review, published just days before the play’s opening. Like the articles Bellow published in the Book Review before the publication of Henderson and Herzog, the purpose of “My Man Bummidge” was to shape the work’s reception as well as to explain its character and origins. The aim of the play, Bellow declared, was “to put ideas on the stage in what is possibly their most acceptable form, farce.” The Last Analysis is only in part a spoof of psychoanalysis; what Bellow “really wanted to reproduce was the common modern mixture of high seriousness and low seriousness” (the mixture of Henderson, Herzog, Berryman’s Dream Songs). Bummidge, like Henderson, is in search of his essential self; he’s also an autodidact, like Dr. Pep (in “A Sermon by Dr. Pep,” a monologue published in May 1949 in Partisan Review, discussed in chapter 11 of To Fame and Fortune) and Tamkin (in Seize the Day). “I am attracted to autodidacts,” Bellow explained, “those brave souls who rise to encounter ideas.” Bellow claimed to have a specific type of autodidact in mind, though a type that only emerged in the course of revisions.


I have been especially stirred by jazz musicians, prize fighters and television comics who put on the philosopher’s mantle. I find them peculiarly touching. In the tumult of Birdland they are thinking of Kierkegaard. When they turn away from the microphone their painted smiles grow pensive. They are often preoccupied with Freud and Ferenczi, with Rollo May and Erik Erikson, and their private correspondence is very rich in analytic concepts. The self-absorption of people who never tire of exploring their depths is the source of our comedy. Bummidge in “The Last Analysis” is, as another character says, “like a junky on thought.”



Getting the balance right between seriousness and comedy was a problem, and as the opening night approached, Levene was not alone in tipping the performance too far toward comedy. Among Bellow’s papers in the Regenstein is a set of typed notes, presumably from the producers, titled “Checklist of essential production details which can be achieved readily immediately.” The first of these notes concerns Bummidge: “Levene should be given an identifying signature gesture, like Jackie Gleason’s ‘Away we go’ movement, which establishes that he is a national comic figure. This could be used by other characters as well, e.g. television technicians could mock him with this instead of words. Every good comic has his signature and Bummidge should have one too.”

“Like a junky on thought.” Or a junky on speed, jabbering away. In “My Man Bummidge,” Bellow recalls the 1962 reading at Aaron and Linda Asher’s apartment. He read “as fast as I could. Wildly, excitedly I began to lose my voice before I reached Act II. My own virtuosity exhausted me, and the first victim of my invention was myself.” To Pete Hamill, Bellow recalled how one of the theater people present at the reading told him he had “a month’s work to do on it,” a remark Bellow recounted “with a rueful smile.” The play’s wordiness was as much a problem for the critics as its mixture of high and low seriousness. Bellow defended himself against the charge of verbosity on generic grounds. “Ask a writer what he thinks of the American theater and he will tell you that it has no language, that it lacks rhetoric or gesture. Ask any professional in the theater what is wrong with plays written by novelists and he will answer that they don’t know the difference between the page and the stage.” This latter view was Walter Kerr’s. Bellow might be a gifted novelist, but he showed “an almost frightening naïveté as a dramatist.” To the UPI reviewer, Jack Garver, what the play lacked was “discipline.” Bellow called it a farce, Garver speculated, “on the theory that in farce you can get away with any sort of clutter.”38 Several critics complained of the number of minor roles (fretful lawyer, demanding wife, sexy mistress, selfish sister, aggressive son, and so forth). In the published version, several of these hangers-on were dropped, as Bellow “attempted to simplify the cluttered and inconsequential plot, which puzzled the audience (and even the playwright), and tried to eliminate pointless noises and distracting bits of business” (here).

The classicist David Grene, Bellow’s colleague at the Committee on Social Thought (an interdisciplinary Ph.D. program at the University of Chicago, also a sort of high-powered academic salon des refusés), drew an intriguing parallel between Greek comedy and The Last Analysis.39 In an undated letter to Bellow, Grene sought to clarify comments he’d made at a recent reading of the play for an unspecified student audience. Grene felt the students had missed the play’s “explosive” quality, or the nature of its explosive quality. “They wanted to disintegrate the intellectual elements out of which the explosion came,” missing what he thought was “most interesting about the work.” Though the play mines “a new vein of comedy,” it has “something in common with Aristophanes,” more so than with “the recent stuff with which people may compare it” (the plays of Ionesco, for example, the current specialty of Rosette Lamont, Bellow’s ex-girlfriend). To extrapolate from Grene’s suggestion, one might compare Bellow’s spoof of psychoanalysis to Aristophanes’s spoof of philosophy in The Clouds, both plays being simultaneously knockabout and deadly serious. What Aristophanes took aim at in The Clouds—the supposed indifference of the sophist philosophers to the truth as opposed to the power of arguments—was a fifth-century B.C. equivalent of mid-twentieth-century nihilism, long Bellow’s enemy. Bellow and Grene sometimes taught classes together and had adjoining offices at the Committee. Grene had written a book on Aristophanes and often taught him. That Bummidge dons a toga at the end of the play and sets out to form a center or “school” to be “run like Plato’s Academy” (here) partly licenses the comparison. Bummidge, however, is a more serious figure than Strepsiades or any other Aristophanic protagonist. As Daniel Fuchs puts it, he’s “ridiculous but in the sympathetic (Don Quixote) rather than the classical (Tartuffe) strain. Like a Don Quixote or a Parson Adams, he is the holy fool mucking through and somehow triumphing in a world of cupidity.”40

Bellow claimed not to have been put off the theater by his experiences with The Last Analysis. During rehearsals, he told John Barkham, the interviewer from the Philadelphia Sunday Bulletin, that his next project would be another play. “You derive a certain comfort from not being in your room alone with four walls. In the theater you are in the company of a cast of ten or twelve people. I often envy people who work in offices: they don’t have to face the frightful solitude.” After the play flopped, he was only briefly daunted, or so he implies in the “Author’s Note” to the printed version: “the rehearsals, the previews, the cold and peevish first-night audience, the judgments of the critics, were of the greatest value to me” (here). As he wrote to Stanley Burnshaw on February 19, 1965: “The play was a great disappointment. But instead of making me wretched it only made me obstinate. I’ve reconstructed (in my field hospital after the massacre) and Viking is printing the text. I’d root out my desire to write plays if I could; I found theater people to be miserable, untrustworthy creatures.” Waiting for the reviews in Sardi’s, as tradition dictates, was difficult, though in an undated note to Kazin, Bellow describes the opening night party as “very lively.” The first reviews were mixed, and the good ones weren’t strong enough to save the run. Ten days later, writing to a Viking publicist named Julie, Bellow declined to be interviewed for the New York Herald Tribune. “First of all, I don’t want to leave Chicago and secondly I don’t see why I should come to a Herald Tribune affair still wearing the lumps that Walter Kerr gave me.” In later years, Bellow joked that the only lesson he’d learned from Broadway was “that prostitution doesn’t pay.”41 Yet, within a year, he was at work with Herbert Berghof and Mike Nichols on the stage version of Seize the Day, in negotiation with the Guthrie Theater in Minneapolis for a new production of The Last Analysis, and consulting with the New York actress and comedienne Nancy Walker, who had come to Chicago in hopes of an Off Broadway staging of “A Wen,” a one-act play by Bellow published in Esquire in January 1965. Only the Guthrie production failed to materialize.

Nancy Walker, a Broadway veteran, who later earned fame as a television actress, had never directed a play before, but Bellow liked her, and her enthusiasm “stirred my imagination so that on the spot I dreamed up two one-acters.” 42 These one-acters were “Orange Soufflé” and “Out from Under.” In April 1965, under the auspices of the producer Lyn Austin, an associate producer of The Last Analysis, “A Wen” and “Orange Soufflé” were staged by Walker for an invited audience in the Loft on Bleecker Street. Brendan Gill, the New Yorker critic whose dismissive review of Seize the Day had irked Bellow, was in the audience (presumably, he and Bellow had made up their disagreement). In a note of April 26, Gill praised the plays and the production hyperbolically: “I can’t remember ever having had such a good time at the theatre” (this from a man who reviewed plays for The New Yorker for over twenty years). In the next two years, all three of Bellow’s one-acters were staged as a trilogy, in both London and New York, though without Walker as director.43 A fourth play, “A Work of Art,” also written in this period, exists in draft and was never produced. In addition to these theatrical ventures, Bellow lobbied the University of Chicago for a university repertory company, to be housed in two purpose-built theaters, one seating eight hundred persons, the other three hundred. According to a document in the Regenstein headed “Draft/Bellow to the Trustees,” he described the function of theater as “bringing the high and the low together in closing the rift between bumps and grinds and the activities of the intelligence. The theater is also—like all the arts—a teacher. It instructs people in conduct. It gives them a style of life. It makes them perhaps more thoughtful.” Even so, playwriting remained for Bellow, or so he confessed to Toby Cole, “a holiday from responsibility and earnestness,” by which he meant from novel writing. “I enjoy writing these trifles,” he told Cole in an undated letter. “Here you are,” he wrote on July 12, 1965, “a new trifle, sillier than ever.”44 It is hard not to take Bellow’s plays at this estimate, despite moments of cleverness and humor.

DURING THE RUN-UP to the launch of Herzog and the opening of The Last Analysis, Bellow was accompanied not only by Susan but by the newest member of the family, six-month-old Daniel Oscar Bellow, who was born on March 17, 1964. Susan’s parents, Dr. and Mrs. Frank Glassman, were in attendance as well. In late August, Greg Bellow, now twenty and about to enter his junior year at the University of Chicago, arrived. In addition, there were visits from seven-year-old Adam, who was living in Long Island with Sasha. Greg remembers walking down Fifth Avenue one sunny morning with his father, who had been ordered by Susan “to buy me a ‘proper’ suit” for the launch party and the opening night of the play. “We passed several bookstores, their enormous front windows filled with blue-jacketed copies of Herzog.”45 Gregory was as uncomfortable with Bellow’s new fame as he was with the wool suit they bought that morning. He was often prickly at this period, prone to anger. In his high-school and college years, he writes, “arguments with both parents were open, direct, fierce, and usually grounded in my highly moralistic sense of right and wrong.”46 It was this sense that had led Greg at sixteen to send Bellow a “scathing letter” early in 1960, upbraiding him for missing his alimony payments to Anita. Bellow wrote back from Puerto Rico in unexpectedly mild terms, explaining his circumstances. He denied being venal or a swindler, told about owing Viking ten thousand dollars, plus other debts and expenses, and asked Greg if he’d ever considered that his mother might be better off financially than his father. Anita had a job and a steady income and was “neither sick nor in dire need.” Had Greg forgotten that his father was a writer? “Obviously my unreliable financial situation is related to the fact that I write books. And you might try thinking of this in terms other than the dollar. Those are blood cells in my eccentric veins, not dimes. It’s odd that I should have to persuade my son that I’m human.” The letter ends: “I’ll get by somehow, scrape by, steal by, squeak by. I always have. If I strike it rich, why, I’ll buy ice cream and Cadillacs for everybody. And then everyone will say how honest I am and your good opinion of me will return, and your faith in me. It’s all silly. Your devoted, Papa.” In his memoir, Greg is unforgiving: “Fifty years later, what most surprises me … is how I took his response in stride. 
 I was already subscribing to his self-justification: that his career as an artist entitled him to let people down with impunity.”47

Greg’s relations with his mother in these years were even more strained than those with his father. In June 1962, at the end of his senior year in high school, Anita remarried. Mutual friends had introduced her to a widower, Basil Busacca, who taught comparative literature at Occidental College in Los Angeles. After the marriage, the couple planned to spend the summer in Forest Hills, while Basil taught a course at Queens College. When Greg went off to the University of Chicago in September, Anita would move with her husband to his house in South Pasadena. This plan, as Greg puts it in his memoir, proved “a disaster. Basil tried to impose his will on me, and I fought him at every turn. All that summer Anita was trapped between us as Basil and I battled.” Once at university, still smarting from the quarrels of the summer, Greg faced academic difficulties. “For the first time in my life I was trying as hard as I could but getting poor results that made me feel stupid.” Bellow and Susan offered advice and sympathy, and Greg often visited their apartment for chats and meals. Susan’s cooking was “a decided improvement over dorm food,” and there were “many lively conversations.”48 Greg liked Susan, but he also felt that she took advantage of him. “I rarely made a visit there without having to perform a time-consuming physical chore for Susan, which I came to resent.” It was, however, Anita with whom he was most at odds. Bellow tried to smooth relations between son and mother; he supported Anita’s marriage and, when she was unable to pay her share of Greg’s college expenses, took on her half. Greg was furious with his mother: “Anita had reneged on her earlier commitment … after she and Basil went through my education fund settling into their new life.” The main quarrels Greg had with Bellow during this period, in addition to his anger over his father’s having missed Oscar Tarcov’s funeral, derived from Bellow’s wish “to make up for past absences.” Greg needed his space: “At eighteen, the last thing I wanted was to get closer to my father.” Only after Ted Hoffman was enlisted by Greg and “got through” to Bellow did he back off.49 At the end of Greg’s freshman year, however, father and son had a “terrible argument” in front of Greg’s dorm. Bellow “broke a promise to take my suitcase to New York because Susan had filled the car with her own belongings.”50

Adam Bellow was more quietly troubling and more troubled, scarred by the wars between his parents. What he remembers of outings with his father in Chicago when he was three is that “I would somehow find myself in the Loop. There’d be a handoff, like a football. He’d take me somewhere…. We wouldn’t talk very much and he’d ask me questions as though I were a stranger, and then there would always come a point when my mother would come up, as a subject … and then he’d become very angry.” At this period, “I was not happy—jittery and scared of my father. I would usually wet the bed after I saw him.”51 In 1964, Bellow and Sasha remained locked in bitter disagreements about money. Visits to his father remained “tense,” “uncomfortable,” partly, he feels, because Bellow sensed his unease, “felt insecure,” “felt rejected by me.” “Right through the Herzog period, he was so enraged with [Sasha]” that “psychologically he really needed [me],” by which Adam means “needed me to take his side”: “He expressed it.” Another source of tension derived from Bellow’s “mystical sense of family resemblance,” a sense shared by the protagonists of his fiction (for example, Joseph in Dangling Man, Rogin in “A Father-to-Be”). “He was constantly gauging how much Bellow there was.” When Adam said he didn’t like Aunt Jane’s borscht, Bellow’s response was “What kind of a Litvak are you?”—the sort of joking remark often made in families, but one Adam thinks may have been more pointed in his case. All Bellow’s sons resemble him physically, Adam in particular, but early on, “he may have had some cause to wonder if I was his son.” At gatherings in Chicago, “my experience of the Bellow family is that I was like little Pearl in The Scarlet Letter.”

Adam’s memories of summers with his father at Tivoli begin with boredom. “It seemed there was always this cocktail party going on,” “a forest of legs.” There were no books for children, there was no television, and for the most part there were no other children. His isolation, however, “was as much my fault as anyone’s. I came from an isolated background. It was just my mother and I, and we moved around a lot. I became a very introverted child.” That the children he met at Tivoli (the Hoffman children, the Botsford children) came from “actual families” “only increased my sense of alienation.” He was a “moony, depressive” child, “not good at anything,” and his father “didn’t like that and just didn’t know how to deal with it.” Though Bellow was “in many ways a very tender papa, as was his father,” with “lots of hugging and kissing,” he could also be “the Old Testament God,” like Abraham. Also like Abraham was Bellow’s belief that it was “up to the son to make himself worthy,” a belief Adam feels “explains my whole career.” At Tivoli, Adam’s mornings were spent alone or with Susan, whose job, Adam felt, was “in large part … to protect [Bellow]” from interruption, a job taken on by succeeding “surrogate mothers.” In the afternoons, Bellow would make himself available, “be up for things.” They’d go for walks or to the river. At Martha’s Vineyard or the Hamptons, they’d go to the beach. “He’d explain to me about the various flora, he knew all sorts of stuff, and that was fun.” He taught Adam how to make a fire, how to pick a ripe tomato, how to plant corn. As a teacher, he was “laissez-faire—if you did something on your own, he would comment on it, say if you were doing it right.” Later in the day, at some adult gathering, “there’d be cocktails on the lawn … and he’d be glowing.” From time to time, Greg, who was thirteen years older than his half-brother, would come to stay; they’d play catch together, or he’d take Adam to the zoo. “He was very important to me.” As for Adam’s baby brother, with whom Susan was besotted, “I absolutely refused the existence of Daniel.”52

SUSAN’S ABSORPTION WITH Daniel “wounded” Adam (“nobody was interested in me”), and her reaction to fame offended Greg. Greg found fame “chafing,” like his new wool suit; Susan, in contrast, “was in her element. Outgoing and dressed to kill for every event, she found living in the public eye in New York to be precisely how she envisioned being married to Saul Bellow.”53 When the family returned to Chicago, Susan threw herself into the task of creating a home fit for her famous husband. This home was a co-op apartment at 5490 South Shore Drive, in a handsome high-rise built in 1917 and boasting the largest luxury apartments in Hyde Park. The one she and Bellow chose, purchased by him with the help of a loan from the university, overlooked Jackson Park and the lake, only a block from the modest two-bedroom apartment they had lived in at 1755 East Fifty-Fifth Street. Their fellow co-op owners were psychiatrists, architects, and physicians, not the sort of university types Bellow was used to, and very unlike the writers and intellectuals of the Village or the Upper West Side. Writing to Richard Stern from Menemsha on Martha’s Vineyard, at the end of the summer of 1965, Bellow signed off: “Back to the lakefront, the twelve rooms, the psychiatric neighbors and the clap doctor magnates.”

The neighbors were not the only aspect of his new home Bellow came to dislike. Susan hired an interior decorator, and the result was for him both too elaborate and too expensive, in a style Adam Bellow calls “conventional Chicago dentist.” There was plush green carpet fitted throughout, and the enormous living room faced the lake, as did Bellow’s study, with its floor-to-ceiling mirrors, which he hated. Stanley Katz, Susan’s cousin, remembers the apartment as “beautiful,” “sumptuous”—“everything was always perfect.” When Adam came to visit in 1965, he was struck by how much grander it was than the places he and his mother lived in, an impression likely to inflame Sasha, whose fights with Bellow over money were now conducted almost entirely through Marshall Holleb, Bellow’s lawyer. Greg “despised” what he calls the apartment’s “ostentation,” which he saw as Maury-like. When he complained to Bellow about the elaborate furnishings, he was told that they “were of no interest to him, and that wealth did not stop him from writing.”54 But the size of the apartment embarrassed Bellow (Daniel remembers him referring to it in later years as “the Vatican”). It was not where he belonged, for reasons comparable to those offered by Benn Crader in More Die of Heartbreak, in explaining his reactions to his in-laws’ vast penthouse: “Wandering through endless fields of furniture, strange surroundings, yes, but he was not so impressed as Mrs. Layamon probably felt he should have been. It wasn’t the difference in station that got him; not the class idea ‘They’re bourgeois’; his mind didn’t work that way. It wasn’t the objects that bothered him but the persistent sense of being in a false position. This was what these articles of furniture symbolized.”55

The social life Susan arranged for Bellow was as alienating as the apartment’s size and decoration. Diane Silverman, who remembers Bellow as “incredibly charming” but also “really self-centered,” describes an awkward dinner party at the new apartment, to which Susan had invited the Silvermans and another couple. Diane’s husband, “everybody’s favorite dinner guest,” was tall, smart, political, a property developer with “a fairly large ego.” “We had a completely uncomfortable dinner,” she recalls. “Saul just wasn’t interested in any of the men…. These were Susan’s friends and he just wasn’t interested. He didn’t make an effort.” Bellow’s behavior suggests that relations with Susan were already strained, but even in good times he would have had problems with such guests. He was like Charlie Citrine in Humboldt’s Gift, who “didn’t behave well with the mental beau-monde of Chicago.”


Denise invited superior persons of all kinds to the house in Kenwood to discuss politics and economics, race, psychology, sex, crime. Though I served the drinks and laughed a great deal I was not exactly cheerful and hospitable. I wasn’t even friendly. “You despise these people!” Denise said, angry. “Only Durnwald is an exception, that curmudgeon.” This accusation was true. I hoped to lay them all low. In fact it was one of my cherished dreams and dearest hopes. They were against the True, the Good, the Beautiful. They denied the light. “You’re a snob,” she said. This was not accurate. But I wouldn’t have a thing to do with these bastards, the lawyers, Congressmen, psychiatrists, sociology professors, clergy, and art-types (they were mostly gallery-owners) she invited [here].



If Bellow had no patience for Susan’s friends, she had no patience for David Peltz and other old buddies from Humboldt Park (though she got on well enough with the Tarcovs). Peltz could be coarse. “He was vulgar,” Susan’s friend Barbara Wiesenfeld remembers, “larger than life, and he was crude.” He was also earthy, warm, tactile, whereas Susan “wasn’t earthy…. She was a very high-standards person … but she lacked that earthiness.” Wiesenfeld puts the difference in terms of Jewishness. Bellow and Peltz “had a lot of Yiddishkeit; she didn’t have enough, though she had a real connection to her Jewishness.” Peltz tells of going to visit Bellow and having to meet him in Jackson Park, outside the apartment, because Susan “didn’t like his ghetto friends.” Bellow would call, and Peltz would drive up from his home in Indiana Dunes, and the two friends would “sit on a bench there and talk and he would unload.” On one occasion, Bellow was in an especially bad way, hyperventilating. “I said, ‘Saul, you can’t breathe, get the fuck out of that relationship. It’s smothering you….’ He said, ‘Come upstairs and maybe Susan will let you have supper with us. She made a pot of chili.’ I went up there, and she said, ‘No, Saul, we don’t have enough.’ So I wheeled around and left.” Bellow reproduces this scene in Humboldt’s Gift, describing Denise as “warlike and shrill” as she refuses to have George Swiebel over for supper. Because of her background, Charlie speculates, “she hated George fiercely.” “There’s not enough. It’s just half a pound of hamburger,” she cries. “Don’t bring him to the house…. I can’t bear to see his ass on my sofa, his feet on my rug.” Denise is impervious to George’s vitality, as Susan was impervious to Dave’s vitality: “You’re like one of those overbred race horses that must have a goat in his stall to calm his nerves,” she tells Charlie. “George Swiebel is your billy goat.” Later she adds: “Your weakness for your school chums isn’t to be believed. You have the nostalgie de la boue. Does he take you around to the whores?” (here). George’s view of Denise was more circumspect: “that she was a great beauty but not altogether human.” This view Charlie comes to share. “Denise’s huge radial amethyst eyes in combination with a low-lined forehead and sharp sibylline teeth supported this interpretation. She is exquisite and terribly fierce” (here). Matilda in More Die of Heartbreak also has unearthly eyes. Benn describes them as “hyacinth” or “frosted lilac” as well as “amethyst” (here). Like Denise and Susan, she has no time for higher realms or the “strangeness of life” (“Not again with the strangeness!”). For Benn, however, “those huge eyes of hers gave him a frequent thrill of precisely this, of ‘unknowable sources’” (here).

“Exquisite and terribly fierce.” Barbara Wiesenfeld saw the fierceness in the friend she loved, as well as the beauty. “There was nothing relaxed in her,” she recalls. “There was a demanding way about her…. It wasn’t like she could edit it or stop and think about it.” When Susan was hurrying or if she had to rest, she was “peremptory,” “imperious.” “She didn’t understand that she should have tempered that.” Barbara thinks Susan’s decoration of the new apartment “wasn’t all that extravagant,” but she blames her for not considering Bellow: “She did not temper it to his taste,” “it was thoughtless,” “she should have been more sensitive to his life style … it didn’t fit”; when he objected, “she had a hard time with his criticism.” Bellow wanted a wife to take care of him, and Susan thought that’s what she was, but “they saw life very differently; she couldn’t defer to that.” For Susan, Peltz believes, being married to Bellow meant being “an important social person. He didn’t want to be used that way.” Dr. Layamon tells Benn in More Die of Heartbreak: “My daughter will organize a life ideal for your final years. She can be a real bitch, but her bitchiness will be working for you” (here). Matilda also wants “a brilliant position for herself,” the Doctor elsewhere adds, but that “is no more than a woman like that is entitled to” (here). “I guarantee that your life will be enjoyable,” he tells Benn, “if you can learn to like company. You’re kind of solitary, but Tilda is very social” (here). When Benn asks Matilda whom they will be entertaining, her answer is “Desirable connections in this town” and “Visitors passing through, people like Dobrynin, Kissinger, Marilyn Horne, ballet dancers, Günter Grass” (here). (Günter Grass was an enemy of Bellow’s by the time More Die of Heartbreak was published, as we shall see.) In Humboldt’s Gift, Denise complains to Charlie, “I tried to make a life for
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