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The interview “took place” over a period of several weeks. Beginning with some
exploratory discussions during May of 1965, it was shelved during the summer,
and actually accomplished during September and October. Two recording sessions
were held, totaling about an hour and a half, but this was only a small part of the
effort Mr. Bellow gave to this interview. A series of meetings, for over five weeks,
was devoted to the most careful revision of the original material. Recognizing at
the outset the effort he would make for such an interview, he had real reluctance
about beginning it at all. Once his decision had been reached, however, he gave a
remarkable amount of his time freely to the task—up to two hours a day, at least
twice and often three times a week throughout the entire five-week period. It had
become an opportunity, as he put it, to say some things which were important but
which weren't being said.

Certain types of questions were ruled out in early discussions. Mr. Bellow was not
interested in responding to criticisms of his work that he found trivial or stupid. He



quoted the Jewish proverb that a fool can throw a stone into the water that ten wise
men cannot recover. Nor did he wish to discuss what he considered his personal
writing habits, whether he used a pen or typewriter, how hard he pressed on the
page. For the artist to give such loving attention to his own shoelaces was
dangerous, even immoral. Finally, there were certain questions that led into too
“wide spaces” for this interview, subjects for fuller treatment on other occasions.

The two tapes were made in Bellow's University of Chicago office on the fifth
floor of the Social Sciences Building. The office, though large, is fairly typical of
those on the main quadrangles: much of it rather dark with one brightly lighted
area, occupied by his desk, immediately before a set of three dormer windows;
dark-green metal bookcases line the walls, casually used as storage for a
miscellany of books, magazines, and correspondence. A set of The Complete
Works of Rudyard Kipling (“it was given to me”) shares space with examination
copies of new novels and with a few of Bellow's own books, including recent
French and Italian translations of Herzog. A table, a couple of typing stands, and
various decrepit and mismatched chairs are scattered in apparently haphazard
fashion throughout the room. A wall rack just inside the door holds his jaunty
black felt hat and his walking cane. There is a general sense of disarray, with
stacks of papers, books, and letters lying everywhere. When one comes to the
door, Bellow is frequently at his typing stand, rapidly pounding out on a portable
machine responses to some of the many letters he gets daily. Occasionally a
secretary enters and proceeds to type away on some project at the far end of the
room.

During the two sessions with the tape recorder, Bellow sat at his desk, between the
eaves that project prominently into the room, backlighted by the dormer windows
that let in the bright afternoon sun from the south. Four stories below lie Fifty-
ninth Street and the Midway, their automobile and human noises continually
penetrating the office. As the questions were asked, Bellow listened carefully and
often developed an answer slowly, pausing frequently to think out the exact
phrasing he sought. His answers were serious, but full of his special quality of
humor. He took obvious pleasure in the amusing turns of thought with which he
often concluded an answer. Throughout, he was at great pains to make his ideas
transparent to the interviewer, asking repeatedly if this was clear or if he should
say more on the subject. His concentration during these sessions was intense
enough to be tiring, and both tapes were brought to a close with his confessing to
some exhaustion.

Following each taping session, a typescript of his remarks was prepared. Bellow
worked over these typed sheets extensively with pen and ink, taking as many as
three separate meetings to do a complete revision. Then another typescript was
made, and the process started over. This work was done when the interviewer



could be present, and again the changes were frequently tested on him. Generally
these sessions occurred at Bellow's office or at his apartment, overlooking the
Outer Drive and Lake Michigan. Once, however, revisions were made while he
and the interviewer sat on a Jackson Park bench on a fine October afternoon, and
one typescript was worked on along with beer and hamburgers at a local bar.

Revisions were of various sorts. Frequently there were slight changes in meaning:
“That's what I really meant to say.” Other alterations tightened up his language or
were in the nature of stylistic improvements. Any sections that he judged to be
excursions from the main topic were deleted. Most regretted by the interviewer
were prunings that eliminated certain samples of the characteristic Bellow wit: in a
few places he came to feel he was simply “exhibiting” himself, and these were
scratched out. On the other hand, whenever he could substitute for conventional
literary diction an unexpected colloquial turn of phrase—which often proved
humorous in context—he did so.

INTERVIEWER

Some critics have felt that your work falls within the tradition of American
naturalism, possibly because of some things you've said about Dreiser. | was
wondering if you saw yourself in a particular literary tradition?

SAUL BELLOW

Well, I think that the development of realism in the nineteenth century is still the
major event of modern literature. Dreiser, a realist of course, had elements of
genius. He was clumsy, cumbersome, and in some respects a poor thinker. But he
was rich in a kind of feeling which has been ruled off the grounds by many
contemporary writers—the kind of feeling that every human being intuitively
recognizes as primary. Dreiser has more open access to primary feelings than any
American writer of the twentieth century. It makes a good many people
uncomfortable that his emotion has not found a more developed literary form. It's
true his art may be too “natural.” He sometimes conveys his understanding by
masses of words, verbal approximations. He blunders, but generally in the
direction of truth. The result is that we are moved in an unmediated way by his
characters, as by life, and then we say that his novels are simply torn from the side
of life, and therefore not novels. But we can't escape reading them. He somehow
conveys, without much refinement, depths of feeling that we usually associate
with Balzac or Shakespeare.



INTERVIEWER
This realism, then, is a particular kind of sensibility, rather than a technique?
BELLOW

Realism specializes in apparently unmediated experiences. What stirred Dreiser
was simply the idea that you could bring unmediated feeling to the novel. He took
it up naively without going to the trouble of mastering an art. We don't see this
because he makes so many familiar “art” gestures, borrowed from the art-fashions
of his day, and even from the slick magazines, but he is really a natural, a
primitive. | have great respect for his simplicities and I think they are worth more
than much that has been praised as high art in the American novel.

INTERVIEWER
Could you give me an example of what you mean?
BELLOW

In a book like Jennie Gerhardt the delicacy with which Jennie allows Lester Kane
to pursue his conventional life while she herself lives unrecognized with her
illegitimate daughter, the depth of her understanding, and the depth of her
sympathy and of her truthfulness impress me. She is not a sentimental figure. She
has a natural sort of honor.

INTERVIEWER
Has recent American fiction pretty much followed this direction?

BELLOW

Well, among his heirs there are those who believe that clumsiness and truthfulness
go together. But cumbersomeness does not necessarily imply a sincere heart. Most
of the “Dreiserians” lack talent. On the other hand, people who put Dreiser down,
adhering to a “high art” standard for the novel, miss the point.

INTERVIEWER

Aside from Dreiser, what other American writers do you find particularly of
interest?



BELLOW

I like Hemingway, Faulkner, and Fitzgerald. I think of Hemingway as a man who
developed a significant manner as an artist, a lifestyle which is important. For his
generation, his language created a lifestyle, one that pathetic old gentlemen are
still found clinging to. I don't think of Hemingway as a great novelist. I like
Fitzgerald's novels better, but I often feel about Fitzgerald that he couldn't
distinguish between innocence and social climbing. I am thinking of The Great
Gatsby.

INTERVIEWER

If we go outside American literature, you've mentioned that you read the
nineteenth-century Russian writers with a good deal of interest. Is there anything
particular about them that attracts you?

BELLOW

Well, the Russians have an immediate charismatic appeal—excuse the Max
Weberism. Their conventions allow them to express freely their feelings about
nature and human beings. We have inherited a more restricted and imprisoning
attitude toward the emotions. We have to work around puritanical and stoical
restraints. We lack the Russian openness. Our path is narrower.

INTERVIEWER
In what other writers do you take special interest?

BELLOW

I have a special interest in Joyce; I have a special interest in Lawrence. I read
certain poets over and over again. I can't say where they belong in my theoretical
scheme; I only know that I have an attachment to them. Yeats is one such poet.
Hart Crane is another. Hardy and Walter de la Mare. I don't know what these have
in common—yprobably nothing. I know that I am drawn repeatedly to these men.

INTERVIEWER

It's been said that one can't like both Lawrence and Joyce, that one has to choose
between them. You don't feel this way?



BELLOW

No. Because I really don't take Lawrence's sexual theories very seriously. I take
his art seriously, not his doctrine. But he himself warned us repeatedly not to trust
the artist. He said trust the work itself. So I have little use for the Lawrence who
wrote The Plumed Serpent and great admiration for the Lawrence who wrote The
Lost Girl.

INTERVIEWER
Does Lawrence at all share the special feeling you find attractive in Dreiser?
BELLOW

A certain openness to experience, yes. And a willingness to trust one's instinct, to
follow it freely—that Lawrence has.

INTERVIEWER

You mentioned before the interview that you would prefer not to talk about your
early novels, that you feel you are a different person now from what you were
then. I wonder if this is all you want to say, or if you can say something about how
you have changed.

BELLOW

I think that when I wrote those early books I was timid. I still felt the incredible
effrontery of announcing myself to the world (in part I mean the WASP world) as
a writer and an artist. [ had to touch a great many bases, demonstrate my abilities,
pay my respects to formal requirements. In short, I was afraid to let myself go.

INTERVIEWER
When do you find a significant change occurring?
BELLOW

When I began to write Augie March. 1 took off many of these restraints. I think I
took off too many, and went too far, but [ was feeling the excitement of discovery.
I had just increased my freedom, and like any emancipated plebeian I abused it at
once.



INTERVIEWER
What were these restraints that you took off in Augie March?
BELLOW

My first two books are well made. I wrote the first quickly but took great pains
with it. I labored with the second and tried to make it letter-perfect. In writing The
Victim 1 accepted a Flaubertian standard. Not a bad standard, to be sure, but one
which, in the end, I found repressive—repressive because of the circumstances of
my life and because of my upbringing in Chicago as the son of immigrants. I could
not, with such an instrument as I developed in the first two books, express a
variety of things I knew intimately. Those books, though useful, did not give me a
form in which I felt comfortable. A writer should be able to express himself easily,
naturally, copiously in a form that frees his mind, his energies. Why should he
hobble himself with formalities? With a borrowed sensibility? With the desire to
be “correct”? Why should I force myself to write like an Englishman or a
contributor to The New Yorker? 1 soon saw that it was simply not in me to be a
mandarin. I should add that for a young man in my position there were social
inhibitions, too. I had good reason to fear that I would be put down as a foreigner,
an interloper. It was made clear to me when I studied literature in the university
that as a Jew and the son of Russian Jews I would probably never have the right
feeling for Anglo-Saxon traditions, for English words. I realized even in college
that the people who told me this were not necessarily disinterested friends. But
they had an effect on me, nevertheless. This was something from which I had to
free myself. I fought free because I had to.

INTERVIEWER

Are these social inhibitors as powerful today as they were when you wrote
Dangling Man?

BELLOW

I think I was lucky to have grown up in the Midwest, where such influences are
less strong. If I'd grown up in the East and attended an Ivy League university, I
might have been damaged more badly. Puritan and Protestant America carries less
weight in [llinois than in Massachusetts. But I don't bother much with such things
now.



INTERVIEWER

Did another change in your writing occur between Augie March and Herzog?
You've mentioned writing Augie March with a great sense of freedom, but I take it
that Herzog was a very difficult book to write.

BELLOW

It was. I had to tame and restrain the style I developed in Augie March in order to
write Henderson and Herzog. 1 think both those books reflect that change in style.
[ wouldn't really know how to describe it. I don't care to trouble my mind to find
an exact description for it, but it has something to do with a kind of readiness to
record impressions arising from a source of which we know little. I suppose that
all of us have a primitive prompter or commentator within, who from earliest years
has been advising us, telling us what the real world is. There is such a
commentator in me. I have to prepare the ground for him. From this source come
words, phrases, syllables; sometimes only sounds, which I try to interpret,
sometimes whole paragraphs, fully punctuated. When E. M. Forster said, “How do
I know what I think until I see what I say?” he was perhaps referring to his own
prompter. There is that observing instrument in us—in childhood at any rate. At
the sight of a man's face, his shoes, the color of light, a woman's mouth or perhaps
her ear, one receives a word, a phrase, at times nothing but a nonsense syllable
from the primitive commentator.

INTERVIEWER
So this change in your writing—
BELLOW
—was an attempt to get nearer to that primitive commentator.
INTERVIEWER
How do you go about getting nearer to him, preparing the way for him?
BELLOW

When [ say the commentator is primitive, I don't mean that he's crude; God knows
he's often fastidious. But he won't talk until the situation's right. And if you
prepare the ground for him with too many difficulties underfoot, he won't say
anything. I must be terribly given to fraud and deceit because I sometimes have
great difficulty preparing a suitable ground. This is why I've had so much trouble
with my last two novels. I appealed directly to my prompter. The prompter,



however, has to find the occasion perfect—that is to say, truthful, and necessary. If
there is any superfluity or inner falsehood in the preparations, he is aware of it. |
have to stop. Often I have to begin again, with the first word. I can't remember
how many times [ wrote Herzog. But at last I did find the acceptable ground for

1t.

INTERVIEWER

Do these preparations include your coming to some general conception of the
work?

BELLOW

Well, I don't know exactly how it's done. I let it alone a good deal. I try to avoid
common forms of strain and distortion. For a long time, perhaps from the middle
of the nineteenth century, writers have not been satisfied to regard themselves
simply as writers. They have required also a theoretical framework. Most often
they have been their own theoreticians, have created their own ground as artists,
and have provided an exegesis for their own works. They have found it necessary
to take a position, not merely to write novels. In bed last night I was reading a
collection of articles by Stendhal. One of them amused me very much, touched
me. Stendhal was saying how lucky writers were in the age of Louis XIV not to
have anyone take them very seriously. Their obscurity was very valuable.
Corneille had been dead for several days before anyone at court considered the
fact important enough to mention. In the nineteenth century, says Stendhal, there
would have been several public orations, Corneille's funeral covered by all the
papers. There are great advantages in not being taken foo seriously. Some writers
are excessively serious about themselves. They accept the ideas of the “cultivated
public.” There is such a thing as overcapitalizing the A in artist. Certain writers
and musicians understand this. Stravinsky says the composer should practice his
trade exactly as a shoemaker does. Mozart and Haydn accepted commissions—
wrote to order. In the nineteenth century, the artist loftily waited for Inspiration.
Once you elevate yourself to the rank of a cultural institution, you're in for a lot of
trouble.

Then there is a minor modern disorder—the disease of people who live by an
image of themselves created by papers, television, Broadway, Sardi's, gossip, or
the public need for celebrities. Even buffoons, prizefighters, and movie stars have
caught the bug. I avoid these “images.” I have a longing, not for downright
obscurity—I'm too egotistical for that—but for peace, and freedom from
meddling.
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INTERVIEWER

In line with this, the enthusiastic response to Herzog must have affected your life
considerably. Do you have any thoughts as to why this book became and remained
the bestseller it did?

BELLOW

I don't like to agree with the going view that if you write a bestseller it's because
you betrayed an important principle or sold your soul. I know that sophisticated
opinion believes this. And although I don't take much stock in sophisticated
opinion, I have examined my conscience. I've tried to find out whether I had
unwittingly done wrong. But [ haven't yet discovered the sin. I do think that a
book like Herzog, which ought to have been an obscure book with a total sale of
eight thousand, has such a reception because it appeals to the unconscious
sympathies of many people. I know from the mail I've received that the book
described a common predicament. Herzog appealed to Jewish readers, to those
who have been divorced, to those who talk to themselves, to college graduates,
readers of paperbacks, autodidacts, to those who yet hope to live awhile, etc.

INTERVIEWER

Do you feel there were deliberate attempts at lionizing by the literary tastemakers?
I was thinking that the recent deaths of Faulkner and Hemingway have been seen
as creating a vacuum in American letters, which we all know is abhorrent.

BELLOW

Well, I don't know whether I would say a vacuum. Perhaps a pigeonhole. I agree
that there is a need to keep the pigeonholes filled and that people are uneasy when
there are vacancies. Also the mass media demand material—grist—and literary
journalists have to create a major-league atmosphere in literature. The writers don't
offer to fill the pigeonholes. It's the critics who want figures in the pantheon. But
there are many people who assume that every writer must be bucking for the
niche. Why should writers wish to be rated—seeded—Ilike tennis players?
Handicapped like racehorses? What an epitaph for a novelist: “He won all the
polls™!

INTERVIEWER

How much are you conscious of the reader when you write? Is there an ideal
audience that you write for?
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BELLOW

I have in mind another human being who will understand me. I count on this. Not
on perfect understanding, which is Cartesian, but on approximate understanding,
which is Jewish. And on a meeting of sympathies, which is human. But I have no
ideal reader in my head, no. Let me just say this, too. I seem to have the blind self-
acceptance of the eccentric who can't conceive that his eccentricities are not
clearly understood.

INTERVIEWER
So there isn't a great deal of calculation about rhetoric?

BELLOW

These are things that can't really be contrived. People who talk about contrivance
must think that a novelist is a man capable of building a skyscraper to conceal a
dead mouse. Skyscrapers are not raised simply to conceal mice.

INTERVIEWER

It's been said that contemporary fiction sees man as a victim. You gave this title to
one of your early novels, yet there seems to be very strong opposition in your
fiction to seeing man as simply determined or futile. Do you see any truth to this
claim about contemporary fiction?

BELLOW

Oh, I think that realistic literature from the first has been a victim literature. Pit
any ordinary individual—and realistic literature concerns itself with ordinary
individuals—against the external world, and the external world will conquer him,
of course. Everything that people believed in the nineteenth century about
determinism, about man's place in nature, about the power of productive forces in
society, made it inevitable that the hero of the realistic novel should not be a hero
but a sufferer who is eventually overcome. So I was doing nothing very original
by writing another realistic novel about a common man and calling it The Victim. 1
suppose [ was discovering independently the essence of much of modern realism.
In my innocence, I put my finger on it. Serious realism also contrasts the common
man with aristocratic greatness. He is overborne by fate, just as the great are in
Shakespeare or Sophocles. But this contrast, inherent in literary tradition, always
damages him. In the end the force of tradition carries realism into parody, satire,
mock epic—Leopold Bloom.
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INTERVIEWER

Haven't you yourself moved away from the suggestion of plebeian tragedy toward
a treatment of the sufferer that has greater comic elements? Although the concerns
and difficulties are still fundamentally serious, the comic elements in Henderson,
in Herzog, even in Seize the Day seem much more prominent than in Dangling
Man or The Victim.

BELLOW

Yes, because I got very tired of the solemnity of complaint, altogether impatient
with complaint. Obliged to choose between complaint and comedy, I choose
comedy, as more energetic, wiser, and manlier. This is really one reason why [
dislike my own early novels. I find them plaintive, sometimes querulous. Herzog
makes comic use of complaint.

INTERVIEWER

When you say that you are obliged to choose between complaint and comedy,
does it mean this is the only choice—that you are limited to choosing between just
these two alternatives?

BELLOW

I'm not inclined to predict what will happen. I may feel drawn to comedy again, I
may not. But modern literature was dominated by a tone of elegy from the
twenties to the fifties, the atmosphere of Eliot in The Waste Land and that of Joyce
in A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man. Sensibility absorbed this sadness, this
view of the artist as the only contemporary link with an age of gold, forced to
watch the sewage flowing in the Thames, every aspect of modern civilization
doing violence to his (artist-patrician) feelings. This went much farther than it
should have been allowed to go. It descended to absurdities, of which I think we
have had enough.

INTERVIEWER

I wonder if you could say something about how important the environments are in
your works. I take it that for the realist tradition the context in which the action
occurs is of vital importance. You set your novels in Chicago, New York, as far
away as Africa. How important are these settings for the fiction?
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BELLOW

Well, you present me with a problem to which I think no one has the answer.
People write realistically but at the same time they want to create environments
that are somehow desirable, which are surrounded by atmospheres in which
behavior becomes significant, which display the charm of life. What is literature
without these things? Dickens's London is gloomy, but also cozy. And yet realism
has always offered to annihilate precisely such qualities. That is to say, if you want
to be ultimately realistic you bring artistic space itself in danger. In Dickens, there
is no void beyond the fog. The environment is human, at all times. Do you follow
me?

INTERVIEWER
I'm not sure I do.
BELLOW

The realistic tendency is to challenge the human significance of things. The more
realistic you are the more you threaten the grounds of your own art. Realism has
always both accepted and rejected the circumstances of ordinary life. It accepted
the task of writing about ordinary life and tried to meet it in some extraordinary
fashion. As Flaubert did. The subject might be common, low, degrading; all this
was to be redeemed by art. I really do see those Chicago environments as |
represent them. They suggest their own style of presentation. I elaborate it.

INTERVIEWER

Then you aren't especially disturbed by readers of Henderson, for example, who
say that Africa really isn't like that? One sort of realist would require a writer to
spend several years on location before daring to place his characters there. You're
not troubled by him, I take it?

BELLOW

Perhaps you should say “factualist” rather than “realist.” Years ago, I studied
African ethnography with the late Professor Herskovits. Later he scolded me for
writing a book like Henderson. He said the subject was much too serious for such
fooling. I felt that my fooling was fairly serious. Literalism, factualism, will
smother the imagination altogether.
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INTERVIEWER

You have on occasion divided recent American fiction into what you call the
“cleans” and the “dirties.” The former, I gather, tend to be conservative and easily
optimistic, the latter the eternal naysayers, rebels, iconoclasts. Do you feel this is
still pretty much the picture of American fiction today?

BELLOW

I feel that both choices are rudimentary and pitiful, and though I know the
uselessness of advocating any given path to other novelists, I am still inclined to
say, Leave both these extremes. They are useless, childish. No wonder the really
powerful men in our society, whether politicians or scientists, hold writers and
poets in contempt. They do it because they get no evidence from modern literature
that anybody is thinking about any significant question. What does the radicalism
of radical writers nowadays amount to? Most of it is hand-me-down bohemianism,
sentimental populism, D. H. Lawrence-and-water, or imitation Sartre. For
American writers radicalism is a question of honor. They must be radicals for the
sake of their dignity. They see it as their function, and a noble function, to say
Nay, and to bite not only the hand that feeds them (and feeds them with comic
abundance, I might add) but almost any other hand held out to them. Their
radicalism, however, is contentless. A genuine radicalism, which truly challenges
authority, we need desperately. But a radicalism of posture is easy and banal.
Radical criticism requires knowledge, not posture, not slogans, not rant. People
who maintain their dignity as artists, in a small way, by being mischievous on
television, simply delight the networks and the public. True radicalism requires
homework—thought. Of the cleans, on the other hand, there isn't much to say.
They seem faded.

INTERVIEWER

Your context is essentially that of the modern city, isn't it? Is there a reason for
this beyond the fact that you come out of an urban experience?

BELLOW

Well, I don't know how I could possibly separate my knowledge of life, such as it
is, from the city. I could no more tell you how deeply it's gotten into my bones
than the lady who paints radium dials in the clock factory can tell you.
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INTERVIEWER

You've mentioned the distractive character of modern life. Would this be most
intense in the city?

BELLOW

The volume of judgments one is called upon to make depends upon the receptivity
of the observer, and if one is very receptive, one has a terrifying number of
opinions to render—“What do you think about this, about that, about Vietnam,
about city planning, about expressways, or garbage disposal, or democracy, or
Plato, or pop art, or welfare states, or literacy in a 'mass society'?”” I wonder
whether there will ever be enough tranquillity under modern circumstances to
allow our contemporary Wordsworth to recollect anything. I feel that art has
something to do with the achievement of stillness in the midst of chaos. A stillness
that characterizes prayer, too, and the eye of the storm. I think that art has
something to do with an arrest of attention in the midst of distraction.

INTERVIEWER

I believe you once said that it is the novel which must deal particularly with this
kind of chaos, and that as a consequence certain forms appropriate to poetry or to
music are not available to the novelist.

BELLOW

I'm no longer so sure of that. I think the novelist can avail himself of similar
privileges. It's just that he can't act with the same purity or economy of means as
the poet. He has to traverse a very muddy and noisy territory before he can arrive
at a pure conclusion. He's more exposed to the details of life.

INTERVIEWER

Is there anything peculiar about the kind of distractions you see the novelist having
to confront today? Is it just that there are more details, or is their quality different
today from what it used to be?

BELLOW

The modern masterpiece of confusion is Joyce's Ulysses. There the mind is unable
to resist experience. Experience in all its diversity, its pleasure and horror, passes
through Bloom's head like an ocean through a sponge. The sponge can't resist; it
has to accept whatever the waters bring. It also notes every microorganism that
passes through it. This is what [ mean. How much of this must the spirit suffer, in
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what detail is it obliged to receive this ocean with its human plankton? Sometimes
it looks as if the power of the mind has been nullified by the volume of
experiences. But of course this is assuming the degree of passivity that Joyce
assumes in Ulysses. Stronger, more purposeful minds can demand order, impose
order, select, disregard, but there is still the threat of disintegration under the
particulars. A Faustian artist is unwilling to surrender to the mass of particulars.

INTERVIEWER

Some people have felt your protagonists are seeking the answer to a question that
might be phrased: “How is it possible today for a good man to live?”” I wonder if
you feel there is any single recurring question like this in the novels?

BELLOW

I don't think that I've represented any really good men; no one is thoroughly
admirable in any of my novels. Realism has restrained me too much for that. I
should like to represent good men. I long to know who and what they are and what
their condition might be. I often represent men who desire such qualities but seem
unable to achieve them on any significant scale. I criticize this in myself. I find it a
limitation.

INTERVIEWER
I'm sorry; what exactly is this limitation?
BELLOW

The fact that I have not discerned those qualities or that I have not shown them in
action. Herzog wants very much to have effective virtues. But that's a source of
comedy in the book. I think I am far more concerned with another matter, and I
don't approach this as a problem with a ready answer. I see it rather as a piece of
research, having to do with human characteristics or qualities that have no need of
justification. It's an odd thing to do; it shouldn't be necessary to “justify” certain
things. But there are many skeptical, rebellious, or simply nervous writers all
around us, who, having existed a full twenty or thirty years in this universe,
denounce or reject life because it fails to meet their standards as philosophical
intellectuals. It seems to me that they can't know enough about it for confident
denial. The mystery is too great. So when they knock at the door of mystery with
the knuckles of cognition it is quite right that the door should open and some
mysterious power should squirt them in the eye. I think a good deal of Herzog can
be explained simply by the implicit assumption that existence, quite apart from
any of our judgments, has value, that existence is worthful. Here it is possible,
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however, that the desire to go on with his creaturely career vulgarly betrays
Herzog. He wants to live? What of it! The clay that frames him contains this
common want. Simple aviditas vitae. Does a man deserve any credit for this?

INTERVIEWER

Would this help to explain, then, why many of the difficulties that Herzog's mind
throws up for him throughout the novel don't ever seem to be intellectually
resolved?

BELLOW

The book is not anti-intellectual, as some have said. It simply points to the comic
impossibility of arriving at a synthesis that can satisfy modern demands. That is to
say, full awareness of all major problems, together with the necessary knowledge
of history, of science and philosophy. That's why Herzog paraphrases Thomas
Marshall, Woodrow Wilson's vice president, who said what this country needs is a
good five-cent cigar. (I think it was Bugs Baer who said it first.) Herzog's version:
what this country needs is a good five-cent synthesis.

INTERVIEWER

Do you find many contemporary writers attempting to develop such syntheses or
insisting that significant fiction provide them?

BELLOW

Well, I don't know that too many American novelists, young or old, are tormenting
their minds with these problems. Europeans do. I don't know that they can ever
reach satisfactory results on the grounds they have chosen. At any rate, they write
few good novels. But that leads us into some very wide spaces.

INTERVIEWER

Do the ideas in Herzog have any other major roles to play? The “anti-intellectual”
charge seems to come from people who don't feel the ideas are essential either in
motivating the action, the decisions Herzog makes, or in helping him to come
through at the end.

BELLOW

To begin with, I suppose I should say something about the difference in the role
ideas play in American literature. European literature—I speak now of the
Continent—is intellectual in a different sense from ours. The intellectual hero of a



18

French or a German novel is likely to be a philosophical intellectual, an
ideological intellectual. We here, intellectuals—or the educated public—know that
in our liberal democracy ideas become effective within an entirely different
tradition. The lines are less clearly drawn. We do not expect thought to have
results, say, in the moral sphere, or in the political, in quite the way a Frenchman
would. To be an intellectual in the United States sometimes means to be immured
in a private life in which one thinks, but thinks with some humiliating sense of
how little thought can accomplish. To call therefore for a dramatic resolution in
terms of ideas in an American novel is to demand something for which there is
scarcely any precedent. My novel deals with the humiliating sense that results
from the American mixture of private concerns and intellectual interests. This is
something that most readers of the book seem utterly to have missed. Some,
fortunately, have caught it. But in part Herzog is intended to bring to an end, under
blinding light, a certain course of development. Many people feel a “private life”
to be an affliction. In some sense it is a genuine affliction; it cuts one off from a
common life. To me, a significant theme of Herzog is the imprisonment of the
individual in a shameful and impotent privacy. He feels humiliated by it; he
struggles comically with it; and he comes to realize at last that what he considered
his intellectual “privilege” has proved to be another form of bondage. Anyone who
misses this misses the point of the book. So that to say that Herzog is not
motivated in his acts by ideas is entirely false. Any bildungsroman—and Herzog
is, to use that heavy German term, a bildungsroman—concludes with the first step.
The first real step. Any man who has rid himself of superfluous ideas in order to
take that first step has done something significant. When people complain of a
lack of ideas in novels, they may mean that they do not find familiar ideas,
fashionable ideas. Ideas outside the “canon” they don't recognize. So, if what they
mean is ideas a la Sartre or ideas a la Camus, they are quite right: there are few
such in Herzog. Perhaps they mean that the thoughts of a man fighting for sanity
and life are not suitable for framing.

INTERVIEWER

Herzog rejects certain of these fashionable ideas, doesn't he—the ideas a la Sartre
or a la Camus?

BELLOW

I think he tests them first upon his own sense of life and against his own desperate
need for clarity. With him these thoughts are not a game. Though he may laugh as
he thinks them, his survival depends upon them. I didn't have him engage in full
combat with figures like Sartre. If he had chosen to debate with Sartre in typical
Herzogian fashion he would perhaps have begun with Sartre's proposition that
Jews exist only because of anti-Semitism, that the Jew has to choose between
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authentic and inauthentic existence, that authentic existence can never be detached
from this anti-Semitism which determines it. Herzog might have remembered that
for Sartre, the Jew exists because he is hated, not because he has a history, not
because he has origins of his own—but simply because he is designated, created,
in his Jewishness by an outrageous evil. Sartre offers a remedy for those Jews who
are prepared to make the authentic choice: he extends to them the invitation to
become Frenchmen. If this great prince of contemporary European philosophy
offers Herzog ideas such as this to embrace (or dispute), who can blame him for
his skepticism toward what is called, so respectfully, thought, toward
contemporary intellectual fare? Often Herzog deals with ideas in negative fashion.
He needs to dismiss a great mass of irrelevancy and nonsense in order to survive.
Perhaps this was what [ meant earlier when I said that we were called upon to
make innumerable judgments. We can be consumed simply by the necessity to
discriminate between multitudes of propositions. We have to dismiss a great
number of thoughts if we are to have any creaturely or human life at all. It seems
at times that we are on trial seven days a week answering the questions, giving a
clear account of ourselves. But when does one live? How does one live if it is
necessary to render ceaseless judgments?

INTERVIEWER
Herzog's rejection of certain ideas has been widely recognized, but—

BELLOW

—why he rejects them is not at all clear. Herzog's skepticism toward ideas is very
deep. Though Jews are often accused of being “rootless” rationalists, a man like
Herzog knows very well that habit, custom, tendency, temperament, inheritance,
and the power to recognize real and human facts have equal weight with ideas.

INTERVIEWER

You've spoken also of the disabling effects of basing a novel on ideas. Does this
mean structuring a novel according to a philosophical conception?

BELLOW

No, I have no objection to that, nor do I have any objection to basing novels on
philosophical conceptions or anything else that works. But let us look at one of the
dominant ideas of the century, accepted by many modern artists—the idea that
humankind has reached a terminal point. We find this terminal assumption in
writers like Joyce, Céline, Thomas Mann. In Doktor Faustus politics and art are
joined in the destruction of civilization. Now here is an idea, found in some of the
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greatest novelists of the twentieth century. How good is this idea? Frightful things
have happened, but is the apocalyptic interpretation true? The terminations did not
fully terminate. Civilization is still here. The prophecies have not been borne out.
Novelists are wrong to put an interpretation of history at the base of artistic
creation—to speak “the last word.” It is better that the novelist should trust his
own sense of life. Less ambitious. More likely to tell the truth.

INTERVIEWER

Frequently in your fiction the hero strives to avoid being swallowed up by other
people's ideas or versions of reality. On occasion you seem to present him with
something like the whole range of contemporary alternatives—say, in Augie
March or Herzog. Was this one of your intentions?

BELLOW

All these matters are really so complicated. Of course these books are somewhat
concerned with free choice. I don't think that they pose the question successfully—
the terms are not broad enough. I think I have let myself off easily. I seem to have
asked in my books, How can one resist the controls of this vast society without
turning into a nihilist, avoiding the absurdity of empty rebellion? I have asked, Are
there other, more good-natured forms of resistance and free choice? And I suppose
that, like most Americans, I have involuntarily favored the more comforting or
melioristic side of the question. I don't mean that I ought to have been more
“pessimistic,” because [ have found “pessimism” to be in most of its forms nearly
as empty as “optimism.” But I am obliged to admit that I have not followed these
questions to the necessary depth. I can't blame myself for not having been a stern
moralist; I can always use the excuse that I'm after all nothing but a writer of
fiction. But I don't feel satisfied with what I have done to date, except in the comic
form. There is, however, this to be added—that our French friends invariably see
the answers to such questions, and all questions of truth, to be overwhelmingly
formidable, uncongenial, hostile to us. It may be, however, that truth is not always
so punitive. I've tried to suggest this in my books. There may be truths on the side
of life. I am quite prepared to admit that being habitual liars and self-deluders, we
have good cause to fear the truth, but I'm not at all ready to stop hoping. There
may be some truths that are, after all, our friends in the universe.
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