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Series Editor’s Preface

In literary criticism the last twenty-five years have been particu-
larly fruitful. Since the rise of the New Criticism in the 1950s,
which focused attention of critics and readers upon the text itself
— apart from history, biography, and society — there has emerged
a wide variety of critical methods which have brought to literary
works a rich diversity of perspectives: social, historical, political,
psychological, economic, ideological, and philosophical. While
attention to the text itself, as taught by the New Critics, remains
at the core of contemporary interpretation, the widely shared
assumption that works of art generate many different kinds of
interpretations has opened up possibilities for new readings and
new meanings.

Before this critical revolution, many works of American liter-
ature had come to be taken for granted by earlier generations of
readers as having an established set of recognized interpretations.
There was a sense among many students that the canon was
established and that the larger thematic and interpretative issues
had been decided. The task of the new reader was to examine
the ways in which elements such as structure, style, and imagery
contributed to each novel’s acknowledged purpose. But recent
criticism has brought these old assumptions into question and
has thereby generated a wide variety of original, and often quite
surprising, interpretations of the classics, as well as of rediscov-
ered works such as Kate Chopin’s The Awakening, which has only
recently entered the canon of works that scholars and critics
study and that teachers assign their students.

The aim of The American Novel Series is to provide students
of American literature and culture with introductory critical
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guides to American novels and other important texts now widely
read and studied. Usually devoted to a single work, each volume
begins with an introduction by the volume editor, a distin-
guished authority on the text. The introduction presents details
of the work’s composition, publication history, and contempo-
rary reception, as well as a survey of the major critical trends and
readings from first publication to the present. This overview is
followed by four or five original essays, specifically commissioned
from senior scholars of established reputation and from out-
standing younger critics. Each essay presents a distinct point of
view, and together they constitute a forum of interpretative
methods and of the best contemporary ideas on each text.

It is our hope that these volumes will convey the vitality of
current critical work in American literature, generate new in-
sights and excitement for students of American literature, and
inspire new respect for and new perspectives upon these major
literary texts. '

Emory Elliott
University of California, Riverside
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Introduction
The Vanishing Jew: On Teaching
Bellow’s Seize the Day as Ethnic
Fiction
MICHAEL P. KRAMER

The secular Jew is a figment; when a Jew becomes a secular person
he is no longer a Jew. This is especially true for makers of literature.
— Cynthia Ozick'

Even when he succeeds in detaching himself fairly completely from
Jewish life, [the Jewish writer] continues to exhibit all of the rest-
less, agonizing rootlessness that is the Jew’s birthmark.

- Irving Howe?

This whole Jewish writer business is sheer invention — by the me-
dia, by critics and by ““scholars.”
— Saul Bellow?

AFEW YEARS AGO, visiting at the Hebrew University in
Jerusalem, I taught Seize the Day in an introductory under-
graduate course on “The American Novel.”” The students, mostly
native and immigrant Israeli Jews, had already read a number of
“standard” American works — Hawthorne’s The House of the Seven
Gables, Melville’s Moby-Dick, Howells’ The Rise of Silas Lapham,
Hemingway’s The Sun Also Rises — and we were closing the course
with two “ethnic” texts, Hurston’s Their Eyes Were Watching God
(which we had just finished) and Bellow’s short novel. The idea
was to acquaint these Israeli students not only with selected
works of American fiction but also with the culture of the Amer-
ican academy, to recreate for them the multiculturalist challenge
that has invigorated American literary study in recent years,
leading us to reformulate canons and, even more important, to
re-examine critical assumptions about the relationship between
culture and imagination. The strategy for discussing Seize the Day
was to begin with the series of familiar Americanist oppositions
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that we had already raised in relation to the other novels - ro-
mance and realism, past and present, success and failure, mate-
rial and spiritual, alienation and commitment, individual and
community — and then to proceed to the “Jewish” question, to
see if and how it changed our view of the novel.

I have to admit that I recall very little about the first part of
the discussion. I suppose it went predictably. No doubt we com-
pared Tommy Wilhelm’s spiritual struggle to that of Heming-
way’s Jake Barnes, his financial fall to that of Howells” Lapham,
his “drowning” to that of Melville’s Pip. And so on. A lively
discussion with a group of bright and interested students, locat-
ing Tommy in a history of American literary characters and Seize
the Day in “‘the great tradition”” of American novels.*

But I do remember well what happened when I asked, “Is this
a work of ethnic literature? Is this a Jewish as well as an Ameri-
can novel?”” The students were uniformly, resolutely skeptical.
Some even seemed surprised at the question. They knew, to be
sure, that Bellow himself was Jewish. They realized as well that
all the characters in the story were nominally Jewish — Adler,
Rubin, Perls, Rappaport, Tamkin. Most noticed the passing ref-
erence to Yom Kippur and caught the few allusions to the Holo-
caust. And yes, Tommy’s grandfather called him by the Yiddish
name Velvel. Still, they judged, Seize the Day was not a Jewish
novel, at least not in the way Their Eyes Were Watching God was
African American. Hurston plunges the reader into a fictional
world in which ethnicity is palpable, a world rich in Black dialect
and folkways. But the ethnicity of Seize the Day seemed to them
at most incidental.

Perhaps I should not have been surprised at the response. Af-
ter all, most students (and teachers, too) judge the ethnicity of
literary works in a straightforward, no-nonsense way. They usu-
ally employ two simple criteria. First, the author must belong to
the ethnic group in question. Second, the work must display
recognizable ethnic content: most important, the ethnic identity
of the characters should be clear. Saul Bellow’s Jewishness is a
genealogical fact. And so, in a fictional sense, is Tommy Wil-
helm’s. However, Tommy doesn’t look Jewish or sound Jewish.
He doesn’t speak Hebrew or Yiddish. He doesn’t eat Jewish food,
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and he has a non-Jewish girlfriend. (It's unclear whether his wife
is Jewish.) He forgets Yom Kippur and recalls the Holocaust only
in passing. He only vaguely recalls the Jewish prayer for the
dead. And he never mentions Israel. The first time a substantive
Jewish issue is raised in relation to Tommy - a full two-thirds of
the way into the novel, Dr. Tamkin asks him whether he has
experienced antisemitism as a traveling salesman — he responds,
“I can’t afford to notice.””> A vague sense of longing (or belong-
ing) remains, but one would be pressed even to call it nostalgia.
He does not even actively reject Judaism. The reason he drops his
Jewish family name is not so much to escape Jewishness as a
father “who has no religion”” (86). “By definition,” writes Sam
Girgus, and my students would certainly agree, ““the ethnic novel
dramatizes group identity and connection.”® But Tommy’s Jew-
ishness doesn’t even seem to be at issue. It is only — emphatically
only — a genealogical fact. So from the students’ point of view,
the novel had no ethnic content. Hence, it could not be consid-
ered Jewish.

Yet I was taken aback by the students’ reaction. Bellow, after
all, is supposed to be a Jewish novelist. He's supposed to write
Jewish fiction. Since his first appearance on the American liter-
ary scene in the mid-forties, Bellow has been labeled and cele-
brated as such. (Much to his chagrin: “‘People who make labels,”
he has commented, “should be in the gumming business.””?)
Critic after critic has commented - often with unbridled enthu-
siasm — on the Jewish influences on Bellow’s work, the Jewish-
ness of his characters and settings, of his language, of his thought
and vision. Indeed, for many, he is the quintessential Jewish-
American novelist. Alfred Kazin, Bellow’s contemporary and
long-time admirer, assures us that Bellow is “fascinated and held
by the texture of Jewish experience,” that the fascination ““fol-
low[s] from some deep cut in [his] mind,”” and that he thus “‘has
been able to personify the Jew in all his mental existence, to fit
ancient preconceptions to our urban landscape, to create the suf-
fering, reaching, grasping, struggling mind of contemporary
Jews.”® L. H. Goldman, co-editor of the Saul Bellow Journal, even
asks us to believe, not only that ““Saul Bellow’s perspective is
unmistakably Jewish,”” but that “the philosophy of Judaism is
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part and parcel of [Bellow’s] very being and manifests itself in
the kind of writing he produces.”””

Certainly there are other approaches to Bellow’s work. Schol-
ars have hardly restricted themselves to questions of Bellow’s
Jewishness — as evidenced in this volume by Sam Girgus, a
scholar with impressive Jewish-ist and ethnicist credentials, who
nevertheless contributes an ethnicity-neutral, psycho-cinematic
reading of Seize the Day. (Intriguingly, however, Girgus does turn
at the end of his essay to a description of elderly Jewish bodies in
““an uptown New York Auschwitz.”’) And some who do deal with
the ethnic question — from Maxwell Geismar writing in 1958 to
Emily Budick in these pages — find his Jewishness (such as it is)
neither impressive nor appealing.'® Still, I found the chasm be-
tween critical claims and student perceptions puzzling, to say the
least. How could Seize the Day be both ““a powerful Jewish work”
and hardly Jewish at all?"!

I decided to press the issue of palpable ethnicity, choosing one
of the scenes toward the end of the novella in which Jewishness
is presented clearly and directly. “What, then,” I asked, “do you
make of this passage?”’ I picked up my well-thumbed copy of the
book and read aloud:

But Tamkin was gone. Or rather, it was he himself who was carried
from the street into the chapel. The pressure ended inside, where it was
dark and cool. The flow of fan-driven air dried his face, which he wiped
hard with his handkerchief to stop the slight salt itch. He gave a sigh
when he heard the organ notes that stirred and breathed from the pipes
and he saw people in the pews. Men in formal clothes and black Hom-
burgs strode softly back and forth on the cork floor, up and down the
center aisle. The white of the stained glass was like mother-of-pearl, the
blue of the Star of David like velvet ribbon.!?

Why, I asked, at this crucial, dramatic moment in the narrative,
as Wilhelm is about to undergo something — catharsis, revelation,
communion, breakdown — does Bellow insist on placing that Star
of David in full view of hero and reader?

Silence. I noticed the students looking at each other, puzzled.
Had they missed the reference? Were they rethinking their as-
sumptions? Finally, one student raised her hand and said, “My
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book doesn’t say that. My last line is different.” Murmuring,
heads shaking in assent. I asked her to read her version. “The
white of the stained glass was like mother-of-pearl, with the blue
of a great star fluid, like velvet ribbon”’ (116, emphasis added).

Serendipity. A quick flip to copyright pages, and, in bare out-
line, a textual history emerged. My edition — the only one I had
ever used — contained the original Partisan Review version of
1956, theirs, a version ““with author’s corrections,” first pub-
lished in 1975. Bellow, we discovered, had revised the text of
Seize the Day. And he had muted the presence of what is arguably
the most recognizable and powerful emblem of Jewishness in
modern times.

It was as if the Star of David had disappeared before our very
eyes. At that pedagogic moment it seemed that the students’ initial
impression had been confirmed by literary-historical fact. (Both
Hana Wirth-Nesher and Emily Budick offer in their essays in this
volume strong, substantive readings of Bellow’s revision. I deal
here only with impressions and classroom dynamics.) We might
try to explain Bellow’s modification in simple aesthetic terms —
considering Tommy’s confused, anxious state of mind at this
point in the narrative, the substitution of subtle description for
direct naming makes psychological sense — but it nevertheless
seemed at the moment that when he revised the text Bellow made
a not particularly Jewish story even less particularly Jewish, less
palpably ethnic.

I realize that these students were not typical in their attitudes
toward Jewishness, that they were, in the eighteenth-century
sense of the term, interested. After all, ““Jewish’” was the fabric out
of which the national life of these students was woven — their
language, their sense of history, their calendar. They could not
forget Yom Kippur because, whether or not they personally fast
or go to synagogue, the State officially recognizes Yom Kippur as
a national holiday: Schools, businesses, public transportation, all
shut down. They couldn’t help but recall the Holocaust when,
every year on Holocaust and Heroism Memorial Day, sirens
sound throughout the country and millions of people stand for a
moment in solemn silence, mourning the six million dead. More-
over, this was a group of students keenly sensitive to the appear-
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ance — and disappearance — of the Star of David. For them, it was
not only a religious but a potent political symbol. Most had
served under it, in defense of a state whose very existence was
an emphatic expression of unembarrassed, uncontingent Jewish-
ness. Whatever their political or religious beliefs, they were
(most of them) Jews in a Jewish state. They understood, to be
sure, that “Jewish’’ could have many different meanings, that it
could be — that it was — a matter of debate, of confrontation:
Israeli society is entrenched in a culture war, not against its Arab
neighbors but an internecine war, Jew against Jew. Indeed, in
Jerusalem in particular, they were confronted daily with many
contending versions of “Jewish,”’ religious, cultural, political. But
in Israel, all Jews — secular and religious, hawks and doves, Ash-
kenazi and Sepharadi - identify themselves deliberately as Jews.
Tommy Wilhelm'’s secularity was another story, however: His
evanescent Jewishness, his attenuated relationship to religious
ritual and national fate, just didn't seem Jewish to them in any
substantial way. “Jewish” could not be its absence. From an Is-
raeli point of view, Tommy seemed rather to exemplify the an-
tithesis of Jewishness. He was the assimilated American Jew, a
familiar, quasi-mythic figure of Jewish demographic studies —
disaffected, intermarrying, disappearing. (‘‘There are probably
few more assimilated Jewish characters in American literature,”
writes Emily Budick, “‘than Tommy Wilhelm.””) He was Jewishly,
to borrow Cynthia Ozick’s term, a ““figment.” The disappearance
of the Star of David seemed to symbolize for them the sociologi-
cal phenomenon of the vanishing American Jew.!*

To ask Israeli Jews to evaluate the Jewishness of a fictional
American character or author is to risk blurring the distinction
between nationality and ethnicity. The truth is, however, that
student reactions to Seize the Day are similarly skeptical in the
United States. In California, students have wondered about, and
even challenged, my inclusion of the novel in courses on Jewish-
American literature, not because they share the Israeli sense of
Jewishness, but because they also believe that ethnicity should
be palpable. In our multiculturalist times, we tend to prefer our
ethnic fare well-seasoned with definitive markers of cultural dif-
ference: the ghetto, the barrio, the reservation; Yiddish, Spanish,
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Black English; a yarmulke, a kimono; klezmer, jazz, salsa;
knishes, black-eyed peas, fried rice — markers that distinguish
ethnic characters from their nonethnic ““American” compatriots.
We read ethnic literature, we have revised our canons, because
we recognize, respect, and value the differences among peoples.
We expect group differences and want them to be clearly manifest
in the texts produced by group members. Why else study ethnic
literature as ethnic literature? So when those expectations are
not met, we are frustrated, perhaps a bit offended. And Seize the
Day seems to offer very little of these sorts of otherness. Bellow
does not cater to these tastes.

Indeed, he actively discourages them, both in general and,
especially, in regard to himself. He bemoans the ““ethnic protec-
tionism’’ of the contemporary academy, regarding it as inhibiting
freedom of thought and constraining freedom of expression. (He
has written an adulatory preface to Allan Bloom's controversial,
anti-multiculturalist critique of the academy, The Closing of the
American Mind.) And he has always been rather edgy about being
considered a Jewish writer, calling the label ““an implied put
down.”"'* Not that he denies or belittles either cultural differences
or the fact of his Jewishness. “I'm well aware,” he has an-
nounced time and again, “‘of being Jewish.””'” He claims that he
is painfully conscious of what that identity brings with it, partic-
ularly in the twentieth century. “Many have tried to rid them-
selves in one way or another of this dreadful historic load, by
assimilation or other means,”” he has said, ’but I myself have not
been tempted.””'® Still, he refuses to accept ethnicity as a suffi-
cient definition. His soul, he has written, ““does not feel comfort-
ably accommodated” in ‘“‘the Jewish-writer category.” To be
sure, most of his characters, as in Seize the Day, are at least nom-
inally Jewish, and many others, as in Herzog (1964) and “‘The
Old System” (1967), more palpably so. He has written one book
explicitly concerning antisemitism (The Victim, 1947) and one
about the Holocaust (Mr. Sammler’s Planet, 1970). He has trans-
lated stories from Yiddish (Sholom Aleichem’s “’Eternal Life’”” and
Isaac Bashevis Singer’s ““Gimpel the Fool,” both 1953) and edited
Great Jewish Short Stories (1963). He has written journalistic ac-
counts of the Six Day War and of the Begin-Sadat peace treaty
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