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Saul Bellow died on April 5, 2005, shortly before his 90th birthday. For 60 years he had been highly regarded by both authors and critics; for 40 years he had been highly regarded by the public, selling hundreds of thousands of some of his books and eventually earning a significant income. Six of his books were nominated for the National Book Award. Three won, an accomplishment no other author has achieved. Bellow was awarded the Nobel Prize for Literature in 1976. 

Often, Bellow was pegged a “Jewish writer,” along with Bernard Malamud, Philip Roth and others.  He vehemently rejected the narrow slot, objecting repeatedly in interviews. He once said, “This whole Jewish writer business is sheer invention – by the media, by critics and by ‘scholars.’ It never passes through my mind. I am well aware of being Jewish and also of being an American and of being a writer. But I'm also a hockey fan, a fact which nobody ever mentions.” (interview by Samuel Pinsker, College English, 1973) Bellow was the quintessential American novelist who brought a contemporary, colloquial voice to the classic 19th-century novel without dissolving into a postmodern mode. He believed in the novel as a form, and he loved literature.

He was very much a part of the literary crowd in Paris in 1948-1950, where he partied with Albert Camus, James Baldwin, Richard Wright, Truman Capote, Saul Steinberg, et al. In Greenwich Village in the Fifties (and for decades following), he was close to many writers and intellectuals, including John Berryman, Delmore Schwartz, Ralph Ellison, Hannah Arendt, Norman Podhoretz and Arthur Miller. Later, close literary friends included Allan Bloom and Martin Amis. Summering in Martha’s Vineyard, he met William Styron and Lillian Hellman. Protégés and students include Mark Harris, Philip Roth, and William Kennedy. 

 

Erudite and intellectual, (his novels are peppered with references and allusions to writers from Plato to Joyce) he resisted the very concept of an “intelligentsia.” In fact, he enjoyed going to neighborhood bars in tough neighborhoods, often in the company of William Hunt, a black poet who had grown up poor in a southern ghetto.

In the course of his life, paralleling the changing times, he studied, embraced and rejected a variety of political and philosophical/psychoanalytical views. Thus, he went from being a Marxist to a Trotskyite to a Liberal to a neoconservative, and he went into psychoanalysis in the Fifties before following the findings of Rudolf Steiner, the founder of anthroposophy. Later he found mysticism engaging. 

Over the course of 60 years, Bellow taught at the University of Minnesota, NYU, Princeton, Bard College, the University of Puerto Rico, the University of Chicago, and Boston University. Usually he spent less than two years at one place, but he was on the faculty for 30 years (and spent five years as chairman) of the Committee on Social Thought, a degree-granting graduate school at the University of Chicago. He is said to have been a very engaged and nurturing teacher, though he claimed that he preferred teaching literature to teaching creative writing. Some say that teaching fed his narcissistic vein and that what he really enjoyed was the adulation and adoration of his students.

As early as his high school years, Bellow was described as “gorgeous,” and his handsome appearance figured importantly throughout his life. Not only was he married five times, he had numerous liaisons before, during and between his marriages. He was always a natty dresser, particularly after he became financially secure. He was witty and amusing, laughing frequently at his own jokes.

Bellow was charming, gregarious, lively, and always independent.  Even in his youth, he had avoided joining groups or movements, although he was vigorously engaged in the Trotsky vs. Stalin debates of the Thirties. He was never swayed by the “group thinking” that he felt plagued even the best academic institutions, especially as institutions embraced “political correctness.” He was outraged by the way students – and, alas, many academics – destroyed dialogue, thinking and real learning in the name of egalitarianism in the Sixties and thereafter.

Probably the best way to get to know Saul Bellow is to read his 19 books in the order in which they were published, since many of Bellow’s characters show easily identifiable autobiographical traits – in terms of their histories, physical characteristics, moods, personalities and thoughts. Bellow would say that he never wrote an autobiographical novel, per se, but he also said that he liked to know what he was writing about. Accordingly, the novels contain characters that resemble him or are easily identified as his wives and friends. 

 

Getting to know Bellow through the 19 books is a formidable – although probably a fascinating and delightful – task, since the works span five decisively different decades (as well as five wives and at least as many lovers) and the novels are the product of a voracious and substantial intellect.  It would mean starting with Dangling Man, published in 1944, and reading through Ravelstein, a novel based on his friend Allan Bloom, author of The Closing of the American Mind, published in 2000. All are dense, provocative, thoughtful – and full of thought. The novel under discussion this evening, Mr. Sammler’s Planet, falls in the middle. It is Bellow’s eighth published novel, and it was released in 1970, when Bellow was 55. 

 

Writing in the New York Times Book Review, Joseph Epstein said: “… the masterwork that is Mr. Sammler’s Planet, (advances) Bellow from being a promising writer to an interesting writer to an exciting writer to the major writer which is where he is today. … Saul Bellow is the premier American novelist: the best writer we have in the literary form that has been dominant in the literature of the past hundred years. He has come to his eminence not through the mechanics of publicity, self advertisement or sensationalism, but through slowly building up a body of work, an oeuvre, that with each new novel has displayed greater range, solidity, penetration and brilliance.”  (New York Times Book Review 5 December 1976).
The 1964 publication of Herzog made Bellow famous. It went into a second printing in a week. V. S Pritchett wrote then that Bellow was “the most rewarding of living American novelists.” (The New York Review of Books) After that, his life and successes became familiar to us as we lived through his winning awards and publishing popular and widely read novels. I would like to give you some idea of where Bellow was coming from and what he saw and did early on.

After their marriage in 1905, Saul Bellow’s parents, Abram Belo and Lescha Gordin, lived in St. Petersburg. Abram had been a rabbinical student in Vilnius. Lescha, one of 12 children, was the daughter of a well-to-do rabbi. Her family owned a small bakery in a town near Riga. Abram imported Egyptian onions, but did not do well at it. Thanks to the generosity of three of Lescha’s financially successful brothers, Abram and Lescha had servants, a governess for their three children and a dacha in the countryside.

At the time, it was illegal for Jews in Russia to live in certain areas without a permit, and Abram had bribed the authorities to secure theirs. Unfortunately, there was a police crackdown in 1913. Afterward, Abram, his wife, and their three children secured forged papers and were smuggled out of the country to Canada where a brother and two of Abram's sisters had already settled. On arrival, the family name “Belo” was changed to “Bellow.” 

Saul – né Solomon-- was born in Lichine, a small town near Montréal, in June 1915. It was a small company town inhabited by immigrants from Russia, Ukraine, Greece, Italy, and Poland, where almost all of the men were laborers employed by the Dominion Bridge Company. Saul’s second wife described Saul’s early life as “medieval.”  The streets were dirt, cars were rarely seen, the houses were small and close together. Later, Saul referred to the area as “idyllic,” but he was very young when he moved away, and he made the remark decades later when a library in Lichine was named for him due to his being the town's most famous former resident.

At the time of Saul’s birth, his father was a junk dealer. He had worked at many things, but he did not do particularly well at anything until decades later. Meanwhile Lescha, or Liza, as she had come to be called, felt she had come quite far down in life.  The children had piano lessons and Hebrew lessons only because Abram borrowed from his successful sister and brother-in-law.

 In 1918, Abram moved the family to Montréal, to the heart of the Jewish ghetto, the city's poorest neighborhood. It was here that Saul added French, Hebrew and English to his Russian and Yiddish.

In 1923, Saul had an experience which affected him profoundly: he was hospitalized in a Catholic hospital for six months after developing peritonitis following an emergency appendectomy. Allowed only one visitor a week, he saw little of his family and was entirely removed from his familiar Jewish world. A precocious reader who stole a look at his unpromising medical chart, he thought he was going to die. As he put it, “I felt forever after that I had been excused from death … it was a triumph that I had gotten away with it. Not only was I ahead of the game, I was privileged … I owed something to some entity for the privilege of surviving … A duty … came with survival … that I'd better make it worth the while of whomever it was that authorized all this.” (Bostonia magazine, November/December 1990)

By 1923, Abram had become a bootlegger. A bad experience – he was held up and beaten – put an end to that. Abram contacted a cousin in Chicago who offered him a job, and he moved to Chicago. Thus Saul Bellow moved to Humboldt Park in Chicago, the city that is so much a part of so many of his novels, in 1924. Yet, he says, “I’ve always been among foreigners, and never considered myself a native of anything.” (Jane Howard interview, Life Magazine, 3 April1970.)

Again, it was a poor neighborhood with dirt roads where cars were rarely seen. Nonetheless, it was a very stimulating environment. Citywide, his Tuley High School was known as an intellectual refuge. There was a debating club, a “scribblers’” club, a bibliophiles’ club and a Russian Literary Society. Saul wrote for the school paper, considering himself even at the time a very fine writer. After all, from the very outset, intellectual endeavors had been an important part of Saul’s life. By the age of four, Saul was taking Hebrew lessons, reading the Talmud and memorizing long passages from the Old Testament. 

Saul and his friends read everything. “We were passing Freud from hand to hand at school. And Marx and Lenin.” They were highly competitive and encouraged each other to write poetry and essays. They joined the Young People's Socialist League and debated communism, collectivization, Lenin, Stalin, Trotsky. When Bellow met Sartre in Paris in the late Forties, he claimed he had known more about communism when he was in high school.

In February 1933, a month after Saul graduated from Tuley High School, his mother died of breast cancer.  He went into what he described as lifelong mourning or being “mother-bound.”  Bellow is said to regard this as the central trauma of his life, the unfinished business of demonstrating to his mother that his choices were good ones. We surmise that his mother had been unsympathetic to his intellectual aspirations, having wanted him to be a violinist or a rabbi. The mothers in his novels are cold and withholding. Liza probably coddled him as her youngest who had nearly died, which did not breed good relations with his siblings. He spent his lifetime trying to garner their approval, along with that of his father. It is believed that his father was physically as well as emotionally and mentally abusive to his children. Saul always felt that his father and brothers disapproved of him and felt that he never would come to much. Even after Saul had won the National Book Award, his father and brothers were sending him money and complaining that Saul might be famous, but they were solvent. Both his brothers were eventually very successful financially, making fortunes in coal, nursing homes and real estate.

In early 1933, Saul enrolled at Crane Junior College where tuition was five dollars a semester. Insolvent, the school folded shortly thereafter, and Saul moved on to the University of Chicago, where he studied the “Great Books.” He soon transferred to Northwestern University where in 1937 he earned an undergraduate degree with honors in sociology and anthropology. He received a fellowship and enrolled in a graduate anthropology program at the University of Wisconsin, but he stayed only until Christmas vacation, when he got married on the spur of the moment to Anita Goshkin, a campus radical whose family had emigrated to Indiana from Crimea in 1905. 

By this time, Saul was determined to become a writer. He intensified his studies of Dickens, Flaubert, Stendhal, Yeats, Proust, Joyce, Pound, and somebody new and influential – Theodore Dreiser. For a while, he worked on projects for the WPA and received $25 a week, working first at the Newberry Library and later on assignment writing biographical sketches of contemporary Midwestern American authors. His wife had a job as a social worker. But mostly, he sat at a card table in his in-laws’ house and wrote, beginning his lifelong discipline of writing for several hours every morning.

He still had no income, as the WPA had disbanded in 1939 and in 1940 he had spent a $500 inheritance from his mother taking a trip to Mexico with Anita. He got himself a teaching job at Pestalozzi-Froebel Teachers College, the first of many short teaching jobs he was to have over the next 20 years. None of the stories he sent to magazines in this period was ever published. He completed a novel called The Very Dark Trees, which was to have been published, but it was wartime, and his publisher was drafted. Bellow received only $50 of the $150 he was at been promised. Later, Bellow destroyed the novel, considering it, in his own words, “very bad” and “an overambitious piece of youthful writing.”

In 1943 he applied for a Guggenheim Fellowship, but did not receive it. However, in 1944 he did succeed in publishing Dangling Man. It was not a financial success, selling less than 3000 copies. His second novel, The Victim, also sold less than 3000 copies. Both, however, were enthusiastically reviewed by serious publications, including the Partisan Review.

In 1946, Bellow took a job teaching at the University of Minnesota but left in 1948 when he received a two-year Guggenheim fellowship. He was able to travel in Europe and lived in Paris between 1948 and 1949, where he began work on The Adventures of Augie March. Chapters were published in various magazines as they came out, leading him to believe that the book would be a financial success when it was published. When it was published in 1953, it received the National Book Award, but it was not a financial success.
Bellow lived in and around New York City during the 1950s.  He taught courses at NYU and earned money writing book reviews and selling reviewer copies of books. In 1952 he had a one-year appointment as a creative writing fellow at Princeton – it was here he met and befriended John Berryman, Ralph Ellison and Delmore Schwartz, who would appear in 1975 as Humboldt in Humboldt's Gift. In 1953 he took a post as literature professor at Bard College, moving to a progressive environment from the very traditional environment at Princeton. He bought an old house and spent enormous time and energy gardening and fixing the house itself. Ralph Ellison lived there for months, including time when Bellow was back in Chicago.

In 1958, Bellow was awarded a Ford Foundation grant which enabled him once again to live abroad, where he worked on Henderson the Rain King, which was published in 1959. In 1964, after the publication of Herzog, Bellow told Nina Steers that Henderson was the character that he resembled most: “ …what Henderson is really seeking is a remedy to the anxiety over death.” (Show, September 1964)

During the Sixties, Bellow worked on short stories, plays, editing, and non-fiction. His plays were not successful, but his reporting on the Six-Day War in Israel for Newsday was a productive departure. Late in 1969, an early version of Mr. Sammler’s Planet was published in Atlantic, which brings us up to tonight’s business.
Wives and Children
1938 marries Anita Goshin

     1944 son Gregory was born

1956 marries Sondra Tschacbasov

      1957 son Adam born

1961 marries Susan Glassman

       1964 son Daniel born

1975 marries Alexandra Ionescu Tulcea

1989 marries Janis Freedman (74, 31)

       1999 daughter Naomi Rose born 

 

Honors
1952 National Institute of Arts and Letters award

1953  National Book Award for The Adventures of Augie March
1960 Friends of Literature Fiction Award

1962 Honorary Doctor of Letters, Northwestern University

1965 National Book Award for Herzog
1966 James L Dow Award, Prix Internationale de Litterature

1968 chevalier des arts et lettres  (president of France)

         Jewish Heritage Award for Excellence in Liteature (B’nai B’rith)

1970 Honorary degree from NYU

1971 National Book Award for Mr. Sammler’s Planet
1976 S Y Agnon Gold Medal for Literaray Achievement (American Friends of the Hebrew University)

1976 Nobel Prize for Literature

1989 Medal, National Book Foundation for “distinguished contribution to American letters”
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