
David Kerner 

The Incomplete Dialectic of Humboldt's Gift 

The theme of all Bellow's work is the possibility of resistance to the 
forces of victimization. In Humboldt's G{ft the source of that possibil­
ity is called the soul-Charlie Citrine, the narrator, believes "that 
there's something in human beings beyond the body and brain and that 
we have ways of knowing that go beyond the organism and its senses" 
(pp. 227-28; and seep. 286). 1 But what this apparently transcendental 
psychology and epistemology amount to, pragmatically, we see in 
Charlie's figures of speech for Humboldt's last-minute reprieve: "it 
may have been as hard for him [to break out of his case of hardened 
madness] as it might be for someone-myself, for instance-to go 
from this world to the spirit world .... he made a Houdini escape" 
(pp. 372-73). Since Charlie decides that no one, not even Houdini, 
escapes from the grave (pp. 436, 487) and that "life on this earth [is] 
actually everything else as well, provided that we [learn] how to 
apprehend it" (p. 350), those figures of speech mean that Humboldt's 
miraculous return to sanity-entering the story like a resurrection, 
seven years after his death-identifies the immortal soul as man's 
capacity for spiritual rebirth or self-determination: boxed in by pre­
fabricated biology, chained by conditioning and circumstance, all but 
buried, still the spirit breaks out, like Houdini- "Where did Walt 
Whitman come from, and where did he get what he had? It was 
W. Whitman, an irrepressible individual, that had it and that did it" 
(p. 370). This irrepressibility establishes the "connection between the 
self and the divine powers," so that the reprieved Humboldt can claim 
we are "supernatural beings" (pp. 143, 347), but these "divine powers" 
are the "inner powers of nature," which "art manifests" (p. 112): 
imagination, for Charlie Citrine, is "that Messiah, that savior faculty" 
(p. 396)- a metaphor amplified and clarified in Henderson the Rain 
King when Dahfu envisions the whole human race as having a natural 
ability to break out of its straitjacket of genes-successful mutations 
are not the product of chance: Dahfu teaches Henderson, "lmagina-
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tion is a force of nature .. .. What Homo sapiens imagines, he may 
slowly convert himself to" (p. 271). 

In school, of course, we are taught that Lamarck was wrong. Our 
"ruling premises," as Charlie calls them (p. 479), tell us that we don't 
break out, not even as individuals- in Dangling Man an "untimely 
butterfly" seems "somehow alien to the whole condition of the cen­
tury" (p. 172-73). Accordingly, the unreconstructed Humboldt, "over­
awed by rational orthodoxy" (p. 363), put his faith in the " Merck 
Manual .. . bound in black like the Bible" (p . 21), bowing to a century 
that teaches man he is a machine. But, says Charlie, those "ruling 
premises" of "mental" people, who have been "trained to resist what 
everyone is born knowing" (p. 91 ), are (by way of a pun) nothing more 
than a "mental coffin" (p. 433), for "It is not the world, it is my own 
head that is disenchanted" (p. 203): the mechanical universe is a 
depressive cognitive distortion, a Hotel Ritz Coffin (the ex-husband of 
Charlie's mistress, Renata, is a mausoleum salesman named Koffritz)­
in The Dean's December Andrew Corde says, "The view we hold of the 
material world may put us into a case as heavy as lead, a sarcophagus" 
(p. 227). Thus Humboldt destroyed himself like Joe Christmas in 
Faulkner's Light in August. who, instead of seeing that he was what­
ever he chose to be, assumed he was black- and therefore doomed­
because the myth of his time and place supported these ravings of his 
insane grandfather. As early as Dangling Man, in the conjunction of 
hypnosis and the auto-hypnosis of Christian Science (pp. 45-55), 
Bellow asserted this power of mind over body: what we believe we are 
decides what we are - man, says Charlie Citrine, is not programmed 
like the beaver (pp. 236, 268). Therefore Schlossberg in The Victim 
advises, "Choose dignity. Nobody knows enough to turn it down" 
(p. 134): in Henderson the Rain King, when clouds come to the 
cloudless sky, so that Dahfu says, "Do you see, Mr. Henderson, the 
gods know us" (p. 202), these gods are the metamorphic "inner powers 
of nature" by which we ourselves bring the rain to our Newtonian 
Waste Land; and in The Dean's December a black heroin addict and 
hit-man abruptly and magically transforms himself into a savior 
(pp. 188-93). For Charlie Citrine, it is such resurrection that shows 
"what a human being is" (p. 89).2 The " irrepressible individual," out­
foxing the century's "ruling premises," bursts out of nowhere like the 
universe itself, represented by the miraculous powers of the sun­
Charlie says, "The sun like a bristling fox jumped beneath the horizon" 
(p. 101); Henderson, "the sun was like the coat of a fox" (p. 79); and 
Mr. Sammler, "Just then the sun ran up from the sea like a red fox" 
(p. 249).3 
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All the same, Bellow recognizes that his salvationist art cannot 
simply wish away the strength of those "heavily fortified positions" 
built on our "Rationalistic, Naturalistic" premises (pp. 91, 119). 
Twenty years ago he observed that in "The Grand Inquisitor" episode 
of The Brothers Karamazov Dostoevsky had in advance "all but 
devastated his own position. This, I think, is the greatest achievement 
possible in a novel of ideas. It becomes art when the views most 
opposite to the author's own are allowed to exist in full strength. 
Without this a novel of ideas is mere self-indulgence, and didacticism is 
simply axe-grinding."4 Yet the extent to which Bellow has lived up to 
this dialectical ideal, and the means he has used, have not been 
explored. 5 Humboldt's Gift offers an especially interesting opportun­
ity for that exploration. For example, the beliefs that "warmed the 
environment for" Charlie Citrine (p. 257) can seem delusions of 
benevolence paralleling Humboldt's delusions of persecution: Hum­
boldt, who has no grounds for mistrusting docile Kathleen, builds 
fantasies of betrayal; Charlie, who has good grounds for mistrusting 
Renata (or Pierre Thaxter) builds romantic fantasies-for Renata 
(whose name may be taken as an anagram for "nature"), remains 
Renata despite the enchantment in Charlie's head, twice she marries 
death; so Herzog can insert as a bookmark in a volume of Blake a 
psychiatrist's "list of the traits of paranoia" (pp. 77, 80.)6 More impor­
tant, while Humboldt's Gift keeps proclaiming our "connection [with] 
the divine [inner] powers," it also keeps reminding us of our connec­
tion with the infernal outer powers, such as we find in our sexuality­
lust hounds us from adolescence to old age (pp. 298, 139, 98) - and 
especially in our mortality: we wrinkle, sag, and thicken (pp. 297, 321, 
366) until we are pushed in wheelchairs (pp. 9, 337), our memory fails 
(p. 81 ), and we "put two socks on one foot and pee into the bathtub" 
(pp. 298, 417-18); and no quasi-divine spirit breaks out of this biologi­
cal box- only medical technology can do the trick. Thus, the moment 
Charlie Citrine feels the spirit world hovering near, he runs into Dr. 
Klosterman, the ophthalmologist who recommended surgery on Char­
lie's eye-bags (pp. 295, 193); and when Charlie tries to "experience the 
sun ... as a being. an entity with a life and meanings of its own" (a 
cosmic Houdini-fox), we are brought back to earth in the next line, 
which tells us that, "thanks to pencillin," little Roger Koffritz has 
recovered from the flu (p. 420). Charlie's brother, Ulick, in late middle­
age is still the glutton he was in boyhood (pp. 385-86)-but Demmie 
Vonghel, Charlie's dead girl friend, who weighed "two hundred and 
eighty pounds at the age of fourteen," was made slender by "hormone 
injections and pills'' (p. 152). A broken nose ruined Menashe Klinger's 
chances in opera (p. 330)- but Ulick's breathing "through the mouth" 
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ended when "we could afford the nosejob" (p. 386). Behind Renata's 
brilliant laugh - she is "a perfect Wenatchee, raised under scientific 
conditions" (p. 314)-lies the "fortune [her mother spent] on orthidon­
tia" (p. 192); and Charlie can see this mother's mind as a sewing 
machine ("nature, the seamstress," says Herzog [p. 25]) because veins 
from Ulick's leg are sewn into his heart, which the doctors shut "off like 
a small motor and [lay] ... aside" (p. 399) while "by miraculous 
medical technology" (p. 421) "they circulate the blood by machine . . .. 
Poor humankind, we're all hurled down into the object world now" 
(p. 353)-" A heart can be fixed like a shoe," says Ulick (p. 400). So the 
steward in the Mercedes body shop wears a "long white smock, like a 
dentist" and "charges like a brain surgeon" (pp. 47, 71) because the 
same technology works indifferently on teeth, cars, and brains as on 
shoes, hearts, and apples. If the Mercedes windshield can have "suf­
fered a kind of crystalline internal hemorrhage" (p. 36), then, by 
reciprocity. "car-crazy" Humboldt must find at the end that his mental 
"gears are stripped," his "lining is shot" (pp. 4, 340.)1 

But does all this witty jeering give us quite the Dostoevskyan disson­
ance the dialectic of Humboldt's Gift calls for? Mortality laughs at 
literal immortality; where is Bellow's ridicule of the metaphorical 
immortality that is his actual theme? Medical technology demon­
strates that the body has been "hurled down into the object world"; 
from the engineering of teeth, nose, and heart, Bellow allows no 
inference about mind-technology, the engineering of the soul. The 
negation Bellow's theme calls for is the gross biological basis and limits 
of so-called "self-determination" (the limits of the credit mankind can 
give itself for the evolution Dahfu credits to man's imagination)-in 
other words, the evidence that there are only programmed outer 
powers in the brain (varying with the individual), no undetermined, 
magical "inner" ones (the caterpillar, after all, even if its metamorpho­
sis is unseasonal, can do nothing but become a butterfly): Augie 
March's brother George, an imbecile, "was good at heeling and soling" 
but not "equal to making shoes by hand" (pp. 450, 419); and the lives of 
the self-destructive poets Humboldt represents-Poe, Hart Crane, 
1 arrell, Berryman (p. 118)-and the life of Delmore s,:hwartz, on 
whom Humboldt is based- strongly suggest that these men were no 
more able to "choose dignity" (i.e., save themselves) than Georgie 
March was able to make a shoe. Such an apparently escape-proof 
naturalistic box- the "leprosy of soul" in Humboldt that repels Char­
lie Citrine at first ("It's no use going back to St. Julien or hugging 
lepers" [pp. 136, 116]),8- Bellow has evaded by making Humboldt's 
"leprosy" a reversible, comparatively shallow and conscious, cognitive 
depression, much as if Faulkner had sent Joe Christmas to Norman 
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Vincent Peale;9 and as a result, Bellow shows us Humboldt's box and 
chains from the outside only, as when a showman presenting an escape 
artist is afraid to let us examine the arrangements too closely-Bellow 
himself evidently could not escape an uneasy awareness that his weak­
ening of Delmore Schwartz's "case" or "coffin" betrays the Spartan 
complacency of the claim that consciousness is responsible for the 
health of the inherited constitution, rather than the other way round 
("I'm not sick-why should you be?"). This flaw in the art of Hum­
boldt's Gift, and the author's awareness of it, can be shown in two 
complementary ways. 

The first necessitates some preliminary appreciation of the extent to 
which Humboldt is Delmore Schwartz, down to any number of 
details, like the scar on his forehead (pp. 11-12), his playing baseball 
with his childlike uncle in a long apartment-house hall (p. 333), his cats 
(pp. 21, 25, 33, 368), his fear of accepting an invitation to teach in West 
Berlin (pp. 33, 52), his dropping in on Bellow at Tivoli just before the 
Bellevue episode (pp. 148-50), the glimpse Bellow had of Schwartz on 
West 46th Street in May 1966, etc., etc.JO Jf Ralph Ellison, who as a 
young man planned to write symphonies, "offered to light [Schwartz's 
wife's] cigarette" at a party in Princeton, why should Bellow, if he was 
writing fiction, need to keep Ellison in the incident, hardly disguised as 
"a Negro composer" (p. 145)?11 Was the implied comparison of 
Schwartz and lago the "homosexual paranoiac" too good to pass 
up' 2-Jike so many other things Bellow remembered? James Laughlin, 
who was Schwartz's publisher and friend for twenty years, says of 
Bellow's account of Humboldt, "It is very accurate . .. . it's very, very 
true" ; 13 and because the novel shows Humboldt punching his wife, 
William Barrett, who was Schwartz's best friend for a lmost twenty 
years, withdraws his own earlier statement that Schwartz was never 
physically violent ---even though the violence does not appea r in James 
Atlas's account of either occasion in question (pp. 314, 330)!'4 No 
wonder there was a rumor in the late 60s that Bellow was writing a 
biography of Schwartz15-he did , in fact, begin with a memoir.16 Once 
one recognizes the extent to which Humboldt is Schwartz, how is one 
to explain Bellow's deviation from those facts of Schwartz's medical 
history that, if dramatically developed, would have completed the 
book's dialectic? 

At the very beginning of Humboldt's Gift we hea r that "Insomnia 
made [Humboldt] more lea rned. In the small hours he read thick 
books" (p. 4); and Humboldt says, after publishing his first book at 
twenty-two, "I have vertigo from success, Charlie. My ideas won't let 
me sleep. I go to bed without a d rink a nd the room is whirling" (p . 12) 
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-in other words, the insomnia is manic (p. 340) and comic. Although 
the opening pages flit back and forth over all of Humboldt's life, they 
make no other reference to his insomnia-it is not singled out as 
decisive, here or later. What Charlie at once emphasizes, instead, is 
Humboldt's drinking: "First he gave me black coffee, and then poured 
gin in the same cup" (p. 2; also pp. 8, 12, 14). And that Bellow had 
nothing at all about Humboldt's insomnia in the first published ver­
sion of the opening (Playboy, Jan. 1974, p. 88), where the subject is 
mentioned only parenthetically when Humboldt is awake at 3 a.m. the 
night of his death (p. 112), further exposes Bellow's decision to evade 
what we may take as three facts about Schwartz's inability to sleep. 
First: its importance. William Barrett leaves us no doubt that without 
chronic insomnia, Schwartz would not have combined barbiturates, 
alcohol. and amphetamines and would not have suffered the paranoia 
and violence of amphetamine pscyhosis . 17 In "The Hartford Inno­
cents," the novella Schwartz placed last in the last book he published, 
sleep is called "that fountainhead of life"; and in a still later work, 
posthumously published, an all-night disc jockey celebrates "the magic 
and magnetism of sleep's divinity.' 18 Second: Schwartz's age at the 
onset of insomnia. Atlas, wary of Schwartz's "tireless [self-] 
mythologizing imagination" (p. 3), ignores the insomnia of the hero of 
Schwartz's autobiographical Genesis (New York: New Directions, 
1943), which opens with Hershey Green at sixteen waking as soon as he 
falls asleep - "sleepless boy" he is called (p. 93); we even hear that until 
Hershey was almost three he slept by day and cried by night, so that the 
family had to move out of one apartment after another (pp. 76, 89). 
That at least such a memory was autobiographical would seem to be 
confirmed by its reappearance in a later story. 19 Why should Schwartz 
have had such a memory? We know the autobiographical underpin­
ning of the story that when Hershey Green was seven he would lie 
awake at night and his mother took him to a doctor to find out why 
(pp. 183-84)- and may not Schwartz's remembered "wish not to sleep" 
when he was four (Atlas, p. 177) suggest a pathological origin for what 
the boy took to be a wish, since the not-sleeping turned out to have an 
unalterable will of its own? Nothing of this appears in Humboldt's 
Gift. Third: the origin of Schwartz's drinking. According to Barrett, 
Schwartz at twenty-one-more than three years before the publication 
of his first book-had "brutal" insomnia (so "vertigo from success" 
had nothing to do with it) and "fought it bare-handed and toe-to­
toe .... When he later took to sleeping tablets and liquor it wasn't for 
kicks, but out of grim need" (The Truants, p. 217).20 "Jews don't 
drink," Schwartz used to say when he was young (Atlas, p. 199; 
Simpson, p. 35), and he was no exception- until 1942, when he was 
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twenty-eight; and even then, the alcohol, as Barrett indicates, was as 
much a medication as the prescribed barbiturates Schwartz had begun 
taking in his early twenties. Since these "reliefs" (along with amphet­
amines) ruined Schwartz, his insomnia would seem to have been a 
symptom of mental chains beyond the power of"Houdini escape" and 
thus the perfect naturalistic challenge to Charlie Citrine's claims for 
the human spirit. Yet, close as Bellow hewed to the facts of Schwartz's 
life and character (not even the man's appreciation of Edith Wharton 
could be omitted [pp. 23, 371 ]), the central mystery of that life, the 
early insomnia, was rejected for the unchallenging stereotype of the 
bohemian alcoholic. The glimpse Bellow gives us of the young Hum­
boldt is a tendentious extrapolation from the later Schwartz, whom 
Bellow knew, rather than the "magical" Schwartz of the first part of 
Barrett's memoir, whom Bellow did not know and did not choose to 
imagine.2t 

The suppression strikes one as all the more unwarranted when 
investigation reveals that the pathology apparently underlying 
Schwartz's insomnia answers perfectly to the purpose of the organic 
dialectic of Humboldt's Gift. Charlie Citrine tells us (characterisiti­
cally) that "[Humboldt] was a manic depressive (his own diagnosis)" 
(p. 5)~"1 don't make diagnoses," says Charlie when asked, "You think 
Mr. Fleisher is off his nut?" (p. !56); and not a line in Atlas's biography 
attempts to offer medical authority for Schwartz's "own diagnosis."22 

But this pall of doubt inspired by Bellow is a red herring, for profes­
sional diagnosis would not impress him any more than it impresses 
Charlie (p. 310; also, Mr. Sammler's Planet, p. 111). In any case, 
though Atlas cautiously and modishly steers clear of the clinical litera­
ture, he nevertheless identifies and documents Schwartz's "manic­
depressive roller coaster" (pp. 183, 370)-Schwartz's moods had 
"vacillated wildly between elation and extreme depression for as long 
as he could remember" (pp. 155-56; and see pp. 39, 181, 184, 241, 30 I). 
In addition (aside from the episodes of drug-induced paranoia), all 
accounts, including Bellow's, confirm Schwartz's paranoid personal­
ity, which is common in both mania and depression.23 And two of 
Schwartz's early works that cannot be attributed to "self-myth­
ologizing" are transparent attempts to rationalize the disorder Schwartz 
only later came to believe he had: in both the story "The Statues" and 
the play Dr. Bergen's Belief- where the doctor founds a cult based on 
the revelation that the sky is "god's blue eye" -suicide is the price paid 
for the fleeting manic reenchantment of the world. 24 By 1950, in 
Vaudeville for a Princess (New Directions), Schwartz could write, with 
unquestionable self-reference: "No one knows what the real causes of 
the manic-depressive disorder are, whether physical or mental or 
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both .... You can have this gift or that disease, and no one under­
stands why, no one is responsible. and no one can really alter matters, 
and yet no one can stop thinking that someone is to blame" (p. 19). 
This is why Schwartz could say, in a late poem, "I am a book I neither 
wrote nor read."25 His feeling that he (like Oedipus) was in the hands of 
a foreign power need not be regarded as a rationalization of what 
Charlie Citrine sees as a spiritual weakness in Humboldt. Ten years 
after Schwartz's death we could read: 

... in a number of families [some forms of manic and depressive illness 
occur] in association with such traits as color blindness and a specific 
blood group known to reside in the X chromosome .... When [this 
association] does occur, it follows a pattern so consistent that it cannot 
be explained on a non-genetic basis. One is forced to reach the conclu­
sion that ... in a substantial number of manic-depressive illnesses, 
genetic factors play a crucial causative role. 26 

Another kind of support for this hypothesis is inferred from the mode 
of action of the drugs with which severe mental disorders are now 
treated: the "genetic factors" evidently express themselves as malfunc­
tions in the chemical transmission of impulses across the synaptic gaps 
between neurons in the brainY Among these drugs is lithium carbo­
nate, whose value as the one known means of unlocking the manic 
depressive box has been demonstrated dramatically in the U.S. in the 
past ten years.2s By 1974 Dr. Nathan S. Kline, the best-known practi­
tioner in the field, could claim to have "cleared up in about two 
months" the manic depression of a patient who had been in psycho­
analysis fifteen years.29 Of such cases, the most publicized has been 
Josh Logan's;30 but by 1973, before Bellow had published any part of 
Humboldt's Gift, "more than 30,000 manic-depressive patients [were] 
being treated with lithium."31 Now, if this treatment had been known 
while Schwartz was a young man, and had been made available to him 
(with proper safeguards) before he met Bellow, would there have been 
a Humboldt's Gift? Here is a negation that might well have "devas­
tated" Bellow's thesis: that a salt might have done for Schartz what the 
Houdini spirit could not do - that technology at work among the outer 
powers of nature can be as decisive for man's brain as for his teeth, 
heart, and automobiles-is the dialectical opposition Bellow refused 
to confront, thereby thwarting the organic development of his theme. 

Recoiling as though we had discovered the human race to be less 
human when we found that an iodine deficiency in the mother-to-be 
can cause cretinism in the child, Bellow ridicules the challenge: a 
hundred years ago, exclusive St. Petersburg doctors sampled Ivan 
Ilych's urine (instead of seeing that the man's problem was an existen­
tial disease of the spirit), and now NIMH biochemists working on 
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manic depression trap "neurotransmitter metabolites" in the spinal 
fluid-what a banal idea of man (the canned naturalism of Claude 
Bernard that Tolstoy, like Dostoevsky, was already laughing at when 
the one book he decided to show llych reading is a new novel of 
Zola's)! 32 Wasn't Josh Logan, born five years before Schwartz, able to 
nourish his talent and to survive as a person until the advent of 
lithium? and what about Lincoln, Schwartz's favorite manic depres­
sive (Genesis, pp. 170-73)? "A man's character is his fate," asserts 
Augie March, and Bellow agrees: for Delmore Schwartz to claim he 
was suffering from an uncontrollable hereditary disorder that absolved 
him of responsibility for his fate was to demand from his friends a 
blank check- a metaphor that Humboldt's Gift makes literal. For 
Charlie Citrine, Humboldt's madness was an "act" (pp. 158, 239), a 
"neurotic superdrama" (p. 149). But does this shifting of the blame 
dispose of the opposition? One traditional analyst concludes an 
exhaustive scholarly review of psychoanalytic theories of depression 
(which, in some genetic studies, seems a Jess severe form of manic 
depression), "It seems to me that the significant focus of new work on 
depression will continue to shift in a neurophysiological and psycho­
pharmacological direction" -and he goes so far as to say: 

Especially after I have seen ... the astonishing effectiveness of lithium 
carbonate on the modification not only of mood swings but of lifelong 
personality structures, I wonder more about the effect of neurophysiol­
ogy on character. I refer, for example, to the sudden, dramatic trans­
formation of an acting-out, promiscuous, unfeeling, "hysterical" per­
sonality into a stable, disciplined individual with a capacity for warmth 
and for lasting relationships following dramatically upon the adminis­
tration of lithium carbonate, with relapses occurring in the early stages 
when the patient, unconvinced ... , would discontinue her medication, 
only to change once more when she began to take her lithium 
regularly. 33 

Thus the Newtonian Grand Inquisitor authorized by Humboldt's 
"Bible" - speaking with the "Naturalistic, Rationalistic" voice Bellow 
"borrowed" for Humboldt from Delmore Schwartz34- makes deeper 
inroads into Charlie Citrine's Fort Dearborn (p. 291 ). In other words, 
when we recognize that in Schwartz the neurophysiological insomnia 
of manic depression was aggravated by neurosis and failures of intelli­
gence and character, we only uncover new sources of strength in the 
case Humboldt might have made for the outer powers. Whether this 
"Case" - "the beautiful version of one's sad life," mocks Charlie-is 
"bad art" (p. 303), warranting Bellow's dismissal of how Humboldt 
"saw it" (p. 6), the reader may decide by considering how Schwartz 
"saw it": without any attempt at posthumous psychoanalysis, we can 
hardly help appreciating the nature and potential victimizing force of 
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neurosis- another kind of "case" that only drugs may be able to 
unlock - when we consider how Schwartz's insomnia led him to com­
pare himself to both Oedipus and Kafka's Joseph K. in The Trial. 
"Why can't you sleep?" a landlady asked one summer when Schwartz, 
at 21 or 22, was trying to find a quiet rooming house; and Barrett 
comments, "Delmore would have given thousands then and in the 
years after to answer that question" (The Truants, p. 216).35 Now, not 
to know why he couldn't sleep meant, for Schwartz, that he was under 
the control of forces he had no consciousness of: in other words, he did 
not know who he was. He felt like Joseph K. (Atlas, p. 94), i.e. , as 
though he were being punished for a crime he had no awareness of 
having committed. How are we to explain that the ancient Greek mind 
arrived at exactly these terms in conceiving the legend of Oedipus­
who did not know who he was, who had no awareness of having 
committed the crimes he was accused of, and who had lived under the 
control of forces he had no consciousness of! In Schwartz's Genesis we 
find the explanation: "Like Oedipus, / No one can go away from genes­
is, / From parents, early crime, and character." 

. . . no man 
Escapes the Past, nothing is lost, 
- There in the ultimate pit, rising and falling, 
Lie all the deities which make our lives- (p. 120) 

We appreciate the Freudian interpretation a good bit better when we 
realize that no paranoiac could conceive a more fantastic, far-flung 
plot against himself than the one the Oedipus legend assigns to the 
gods-the implicit paranoia helps us see that the Oedipus legend, as 
much as The Trial, is a paradigm of neurosis: the Greek gods, like 
Kafka's court , are a projection of the neurotic feeling of being driven 
by an alien force; the alien force is unconscious guilt- such guilt, on 
entering consciousness, takes the shape of an external attacker; the 
inevitable working-out of the gods' decree is a primordial metaphor 
for the inescapable power of the unconscious mind;36 only this para­
noid metaphor explains why the dual crime that most haunts both the 
primitive and the neurotic mind should be the one assigned to Oedi­
pus. (And it is this metaphor that explains why Kafka can be inter­
preted with equal cogency either theologically or psychoanalytically.) 
Similarly projecting, young Schwartz searched for a quiet rooming 
house, as though other people were keeping him up; he would later 
expose his unconscious guilt by resorting to "reliefs" that only aggra­
vated the punishment-he was really punishing himself, without 
knowing what for.J7 In this way, neurosis became decisive in Schwartz's 
fate, since he turned his physiological insomnia into a confession of 
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guilt. We see the same self-punishment when Joseph K. accepts the 
court's summons instead of ignoring it with a curse ("Let them go 
---themselves").38 Because the unconscious mind's control feels like 
an external force, young Schwartz could conceive of himself as Oedi­
pus: in the autobiographical "In Dreams Begin Responsibilities" 
(1937) he implies that he, like Oedipus, was doomed by his parents 
before he was born-his fate was irreversible;39 in the one-act play 
Shenandoah (1941), another autobiographical fantasy, the infant's 
uncle predicts that "the boy will be handicapped" by his name "as if he 
had a clubfoot" (p. 18), i.e., the swollen foot that gave Oedipus his 
name. And we can see the same identification with Oedipus when 
Schwartz at twenty-seven or twenty-eight claimed to feel like a "vessel 
of wrath," a person whose fate (according to St. Paul) is, although 
predetermined, somehow also freely chosen (The Truants, pp. 238-
39)-for Oedipus too felt free all the while he was under the complete 
control of the gods; and here is the climactic point of the legend. 
Because of the gods' utter control, we cannot blame Oedipus for the 
anger which drove him to kill the man who was sent to the crossroads 
at that moment for him to kill and who turned out to be Oedipus's 
father, any more than we can give Oedipus credit for the intelligence 
that solved the riddle planted in front of Thebes for him alone to solve: 
in part, at least, Oedipus blinds himself out of furious shame that he 
has lived blindly, thinking for so many years that he was master of his 
fate when, in fact, fate was leading him by the nose. What we are being 
told by the Greek genius behind the legend is that those who are under 
the control of unconscious forces lack responsibility for both their 
character and their intelligence: the sane are no more responsible than 
the mad when-like Oedipus- they do not know who they are and 
consequently do not know what they are doing. 

To this, Bellow roars, What! " . .. no man 1 Escapes the Past"? Then 
where did Walt Whitman come from? This "case" of Schwartz's drives 
Bellow to parody- -a parody that began in The Last Analysis ( 1964), 
where Bum midge's televised vision of his birth and conception mimics 
all three of the works in which Schwartz, like Sophocles' Oedipus, tries 
to find out who he is: in "In Dreams Begin Responsibilities," the 
narrator turning twenty-one dreams of his parents' courtship as a 
movie; the young man Shenandoah Fish imagines himself as a Greek 
chorus at his circumcision in infancy; and in Genesis Hershey Green 
obsessively searches for himself in the Jives of his parents and grand­
parents, discovering such things as that he was conceived when a 
French bond "entered [his mother's] womb" (p. 65).40 Similarly, 
Schwartz's Shenandoah stands directly behind Charlie Citrine's "try­
ing [like Oedipus] to solve the riddle of man" by looking through a 
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window into the room where he was born- only to find a fat old 
woman in panties and be caught peeping by her husband (p. 90); 
Cantabile emphasizes to Charlie, "When are you going to do some­
thing and know what you're doing?" (p. 86); Charlie comically 
laments, " ... if, before I was born, you had submitted the tale of my 
own life to me and invited me to live with it, wouldn't I have turned you 
down flat?" (p. 371 ); and Renata too asserts her "right to an identity 
problem" and is out "to solve the riddle of her birth" (pp. 378, 403). But 
in Humboldt's Gift the ridicule goes on to make a new point. The 
parallel between Oedipus at Colonus and Caldofreddo is explicit 
(pp. 182, 465), and this self-exiled explorer is played by an actor whose 
resemblance to Humboldt is "uncanny" (pp. 462, 474)-and in Feni­
chel we learn why Caldofreddo's crime is cannibalism rather than 
incest and parricide: "The manic depressive constitution [probably] 
consists in a relative predominance of oral eroticism"; "the uncons­
cious ideas of depressed persons, and frequently their conscious 
thoughts also, are filled with fantasies of persons or parts of persons 
they may have eaten." 41 As Bellow's Herzog reminds us, in Freudian 
anthropology the "primal crime" was followed by the sons' "eating 
[their father's] body" (p. 303)- but the motive for the murder was the 
wish to return to the infant's feast on the mother's body; so the adult 
who compulsively repeats his first despair- that oral-dependent 
response to weaning (following the first long period of mania)- would 
like to, but cannot, murder his father and go back to eating his mother. 
That Bellow had in mind this "eating" of the mother, we see when 
four-year-old Roger Koffritz, missing his mother, fills his mouth with 
a chocolate bar: " He desired his Mama . .. feverish ... beating all over 
with pulses- nothing but a craving defenseless greedy heart" (pp. 422-
23). That is, Humboldt, unlike Henderson the Rain King, could not 
move his Mummah out of the way; and when his wife disappears, 
Humboldt projects his own unconscious incest onto her father 
(p. 144). Nothing but Bellow's ridicule of manic depression as an oral 
fixation can explain the rest of the book's pattern of ludicrous, dream­
like displacements of the Oedipus legend and complex: Naomi Lutz's 
son blasphemously demanding the word for "mother-fucker" in Swa­
hili (pp. 448-49) and howling for milk in African villages ("It was easier 
to kick the heroin habit than the milk"), the villages nesting among 
"giant anthills like nipples all over the landscape" (p. 447); Ulick -who 
smells "Dirty work at the crossroads" (p. 384, echoing p. 178)­
"suck[ingf' on "breast-sized persimmons" (p. 397) and insatiably stuf­
fing his mouth with chicken breasts (p. 398), the chocolate sauce on 
those breasts tying him to little Roger Koffritz, whose mother goes to 
see Deep Throat; and Charlie himself, who likes to sleep with his hands 



26 DALHOUSIE REVIEW 

on Renata's breasts (p. 297) and, his head lying on the "bib and bosom" 
of his 747 seat (pp. 312, 404), "curl[s] his forefinger over the top of the 
glass," like an infant feeding. 

Instead of Humboldt's "horror, ideas of Fate" (p. 54), we see how 
Charlie Citrine "saw it": Humboldt had "rushed into the territory of 
excess to stake himself a claim" (p. 155); "he was having a grand time 
being mad in New York" "enacting 'The Agony of the American 
Artist' " "to "make [himself] interesting" (pp. 53, 156, 312)- now 
"merely the figure of a poet," "an actor" staging a "melodrama" (pp. 
156, 281, 152) that wasn't even his own: "he couldn't find the next 
thing, the necessary thing for poets to do. Instead he did a former 
thing. He got himself a pistol. like Verlaine, and chased Magnasco" 
(p. 155); Humboldt's "Agony" was "faked suffering" (p. 174)- his 
picket sign, "carried ... as though it were a cross," was written in 
mercurochrome, not blood (p. 15). And this view of Humboldt deter­
mines the book's structure, for the overriding picture of the fraudu­
lence of contemporary life is what unifies the book's two plots and 
separate decades. For example, the lure of synthetic image-making­
which prompts Charlie Citrine to compare Colonel McCormick, 
owner of the Chicago Tribune, to Circe (p. 86)- dictates Cantabile's 
maneuver to break into a Chicago gossip column, paralleling Hum­
boldt's jealousy of Charlie's appearance in Leonard Lyons (p. 163); the 
swings of Humboldt's manic depression as an "act" that makes 
demands on his friends are mimicked when Cantabile forces Charlie to 
attend him in a toilet stall (the dumps) and later manically drags him 
along the top girders of a skyscraper under construction-an "act" 
hard "to follow" (p. 177);42 etc. And this multiply mirrored vision of 
Humboldt's madness as inauthentic, Humboldt's Gift, a defense ofthe 
imagination, implicitly offers as one of those "true impressions"43 that 
justify the claim of art to see "what is" more clearly and deeply than 
"the modern intelligence" can.44 "Reality didn't exist 'out there,' " 
thinks Corde in The Dean 's December. "It began to be real only when 
the soul found its underlying truth. In generalities there was no 
coherence-none" (p. 266). A good novel. accordingly, "deal[s] with 
real or approximately real, human beings, not the zombies of a pam­
phleteer" ("A World," p. 5)-art, says Bellow, forced Tolstoy "to be 
fair to Karenin":4S "Truth, said Tolstoi at the conclusion of Sebas­
topol, was the hero of his noveJ."46 

But if Bellow's vision of Humboldt is the truth, why the tendentious 
distortions and omissions? Why do we not see Humboldt as a graduate 
student unable to sleep, moving from one rooming house to another, 
looking "ghastly, his face almost yellow-green with fatigue" (The 
Truants, p. 216)- hardly an antic attempt to "make himself interest-



THE INCOMPLETE DIALECTIC OF HUMBOLDT'S GIFT 27 

ing"? Nor are we given Schwartz's hallucination that the Rockefellers 
were beaming voices and mind-destroying rays at him from the Empire 
State Building47-a piece of pathology that would have blunted the 
comic axe Bellow was grinding. Mind-technology, representing the 
inescapable outer powers of nature, is missing from Humboldt's Gift 
because the watering-down of Delmore Schwartz's fate-and the con­
sequent inorganic, Lysenko-ish double plot-could not have survived 
the challenge of the naturalistic tragedy in Schwartz's actual"leprosy"; 
Humboldt then could not have been resurrected from the Waste 
Land's "mental coffin,'' and the "Testament" forgiving the narrator 
(and author)48 would have been exposed as a wish-fulfilling fantasy. 
The disingenuousness of this "Testament" -the authorial self-endorse­
ment substituted for the self-subversion of "The Grand Inquisitor" ­
confirms our sense that we have been left with "axe-grinding," with 
deception in both the argument and the art. And, as is always the case 
with such evasion, Bellow's willful structure collapses- under the 
weight of the ghost that haunts the book, for so much of Humboldt is 
Schwartz that Bellow loses control of the character: the realities of 
Schwartz's life manifest in the caricature (the photographed features 
under the cartoon moustache) break loose from Bellow's Procrustean 
zeal and repossess what has been lopped off. Bellow's warning about 
the "coast of Bohemia"49 does not protect the will that usurps the role 
of imagination: the maligned and dismissed generalizing intelligence is 
justified in asking how Bellow's "true impression" of Schwartz as the 
antic Humboldt can account for the common ground of Schwartz's 
fate and the fates of two other twentieth-century American literary 
men, Ring Lardner and Elliot Cohen, founder of Commentary. Was 
prim Lardner (in whose crippling insomnia and alcoholism Schwartz 
saw his own), was Lardner-while crusading against double-entendre 
in popular songs that children could hear on the family radio, and 
while telling a son, "No one, ever, wrote anything so well after even one 
drink as he would have done without it"50- also copying Verlaine, 
enacting "The Agony of the American Artist"? When Elliot Cohen, 
after ten years' success at Commentary, fell into a deep depression 
which was unrelieved by treatment at the Payne-Whitney clinic 
(where, like Schwartz, Cohen suffered "periods of delusion") and 
finally killed himself in 1959- was he too taking literally the middle­
class notion of the self-destructive poet (p. 251)?5 1 Furthermore- since 
Bellow's caricature of Humboldt is meant to confirm our responsibil­
ity for our fate - do we find Lionel Trilling, who considered Cohen a 
genius as an editor and teacher ("the only great teacher I have ever 
had"). surrendering belief in imagination and spirit when he finds 
Cohen's fate teaching us our limitations: 
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Perhaps he was licensed to give so much feeling to what in life is 
gratuitous-to what is finely free- because he had so much natural 
awareness of what in life binds us, whether for good or for bad . 

. . . No one who knew Elliot as a friend through his mature life could 
be unaware that the pain of existence was darker for him than it is for 
most of us. I know of no response we can make to his pain other than 
that of our silent humility before it, and before the mystery of this great 
pain being bound up with so much delight in human life and with so 
much power ... _52 

Very different is the tone Bellow's art dictates for Charlie Citrine's 
farewell: "Poor Humboldt! What a mistake! Well, perhaps he could 
have another go at it. When? Oh, in a few hundred years his spirit 
might return" (p. 443). Which version- Trilling's or Bellow's-gives 
more resonant support to Moses Herzog's claim that "human life is far 
subtler than any of its models" (p. 271)? Bellow can make Charlie 
apologize- "( thought about Humboldt with more seriousness and 
sorrow than may be apparent in this account" (p. 10) - and have him 
reflect once, "I doubt that Humboldt had had a single good day in all 
his life" (p. 240); but such afterthoughts, or interpolations, do not 
change the book's structure or complete its dialectic. 

In defense of his omision of Humboldt's "case," Bellow can be 
imagined as implicitly claiming that the banalities of determinist 
mythology could safely be left to any reader under its spell; but the 
claim would be untenable-a thousand Chernyshevskys could never 
have written "The Grand Inquisitor." And the fact is that Bellow, 
instead of making the imagined cla im, has built into Humboldt's Gift 
an apology for his evasion of the determining fo rces in Delmore 
Schwartz's life: Charlie Citrine is blamed for the parallel evasion. After 
all, the picture of Humboldt is "how I saw it." And Charlie speaks of 
himself as having felt - one night in 1953-"entitled to my eight hours 
of oblivion and determined to have them" (p. 145); twenty years later 
at fifty-five, he still speaks of his nightly period of sleep as "eight 
inte rvening clock hours" (p. 441 ). That is, Charlie is a normal sleeper, 
complacently unable to imagine Humboldt's insomnia. The point is 
reinforced when Charlie, practicing one of the exercises in an anthro­
posophic training manual, finds himself unable to "enter into" his 
daughter Mary's desire for a ten-speed bike: "To do this one had to 
remove all personal opinions, all interfering judgments .... But I 
couldn't do this .. . . If I couldn't know this kid's desire could I know 
any human being?" (p. 426). Such egocentric blinders shelter Charlie 
even when a missing piece of the picture falls within his line of vis ion: 
from Demmie's exophthalmic eyes, for example, he surmises that "it 
must have been thyroxine they put her on' (p. 152). Knowing such 
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things, why does he bow out of all discussion of Humboldt's drugs 
(p. 28)? If Charlie knows "the symptoms of an overdose of caffeine" 
(p. 66), couldn't he have informed himself-and us-about amphe­
tamine psychosis? Similarly, Charlie mentions Humboldt's "nutty old 
mother" (p. 51; also, pp. 5, I 0), he knows the "hereditary attainder 
rule" in horseracing (p. 229), he can hear in his ex-wife's voice the voice 
of her grandfather (p. 41) and see his old girl friend Naomi lutz in the 
"gums and teeth" of her daughter Maggie (p. 290), and we learn Ulick's 
opinion that Charlie's memory was inherited from their father's father 
(p. 244); but never do we hear of the genetics and biochemistry of 
manic depression, although Charlie must have heard of this from 
Humboldt. Twice Renata reminds Charlie that Humboldt "died nuts" 
(pp. 251, 31 0) - but Charlie grandly dismisses "the textbooks. I know 
what clinical psychologists say about manic depressives. But they 
didn't know Humboldt .... What does clinical psychology know about 
art and truth?" (p. 31 0). For all such self-imposed blinders and grandi­
osity in the narrator, distorting the characterization of Humboldt, 
how is the author to blame? 

The answer is that Charlie's view of Humboldt's madness as an "act" 
is Mr. Sammler's view of the "theater" of the 60s-everyone imita­
tively dramatizing his "interest" instead of fulfilling "the terms of his 
contract" with God (pp. 146-48, 313): Bellow has been reported as 
saying that "character [is] the single most important element in deter­
mining a writer's worth,"5J and he has endorsed Charlie Citrine's 
interpretation of Humboldt's failure - "Humboldt is in some way 
following the pattern of the doomed poet ... that banal pattern .... It 
was not self-definition."54 Further-despite the teasing of Charlie's 
quest for spirit, as in the suggestion of"paranoia in reverse"55_ Bellow 
shares Charlie's grandiosity: in 1972, while writing Humboldt's Gift, 
Bellow attacked Andre Malraux for seeming to say "that what a 
clinical psychologist learns about the human heart is far deeper and 
more curious than anything the greatest novelists can reveal";56 Bellow 
reverses Malraux-"The accounts of human existence given by the 
modern intelligence are very shallow by comparison with those the 
imagination is capable of giving" ("A World," p. 9). As for biological 
psychiatry, in The Adventures of Augie March Bellow invented a mad 
"psycho-biophysicist," Basteshaw, a "Renaissance cardinal" type 
(pp. 503-04)-like Dostoevsky's Inquisitor- who in the twentieth cen­
tury expects to make his flock happy not by an iron theocracy but by a 
synthesis of protoplasm that will unlock the secret of depression. 
Allegorically, Bastesha w is fatally off course (p. 512)-and it is not 
Charlie Citrine who is stage-managing the allegory. Moreover, isn't 
the shadow of Delmore Schwartz visible behind Basteshaw? When 
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Augie tells the madman, "No one will be a poet or saint because you 
fool with him" (p. 509), one can easily imagine that Bellow said 
something like this to Schwartz at Princeton in 1952 ("Dexedrine 
won't bring back your poetry"). And the past thirty years haven't 
changed Bellow's mind: in 1972 he drew our attention to Theodore 
Roszak's ridicule of the Brave New World that would reduce " 'the 
tragedies of our existence'" to " 'chemical imbalance within our neural 
circuitry' " ("Machines and Storybooks," p. 49); and in The Dean's 
December, although the new Basteshaw, Professor Beech, is made an 
eminent geophysicist, there can be no mistaking the caricature (coun­
terpointing, belatedly, the anthroposophist Dr. Scheidt in Humboldt's 
Gift) when Beech attributes the fall of the Roman Empire to "the use of 
lead to prevent the souring of wine. Lead was the true source of the 
madness of the Cat:sars'' (p. 225)- "human wickedness," mocks Dean 
Corde. "is absolutely a public health problem, and nothing but. No 
tragic density, no thickening of the substance of the soul, only chemis­
try and physiology . ... Pb is the Stalin of the elements, the boss" 
(p. 227), i.e., as much as the various forms of Soviet brutality, science 
under democracy is part of the Grand Inquisitor's "worldwide process 
of consolidation" reducing man to an object (p. 105). 

Finally, we cannot hold Charlie Citrine responsible for two incon­
sistent omissions dictated by Bellow's evasion of mind-technology. 
Since Humboldt is the most complex character in the book (Charlie is 
more a mouthpiece than a character) and the narrator wants to explain 
the poet's fall, isn't our acquaintance with Humboldt's early life strange­
ly meager? Philip Rahv found, after twenty-five years, that he remem­
bered vividly Delmore Schwartz's talk "about his parents, his brother, 
and his early experiences."57 And isn't Charlie's omission of such talks 
surprisingly uncharacteristic of a professional biographer? True, 
Charlie is an ex-biographer: why bring up anybody's early life when 
Whitman came out of nowhere? But Charlie continues to have a 
fondness for "ontogeny and phylogeny" (pp. 65, 72). It is the author 
himself who wishes to avoid the question of why Schwartz had insom­
nia in childhood and youth, long before "vertigo from success." Also 
inconsistent is the omission of any attempt to display "the Mozart of 
conversation" (p. 13): not once does Charlie give us- directly reported, 
unparodied-a sustained example of Humboldt's conversation " in the 
days of his youth" when the poet was "covered in rainbows" (p. 341); 
yet Charlie has a great memory (pp. 117, 134), which he, unlike Ulick, 
attributes to love (pp. 330, 348), and he claims to have loved Humboldt 
(pp. 2, 10, 163, 311, etc.). Love would have given us Humboldt's arias; 
but Bellow had to exclude them, fo r any such attempt to give Hum­
boldt stature would have made the author's caricature and the omis-
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s1on of Humboldt's own account of his fa te so much the less 
acceptable. 

As a scapegoat, then, the narrator is an ineffective mechanical 
device, exposing the author's attempt at a trick-escape from the dialec­
tic his Dostoevskyan model imposed. And that Bellow felt the need of 
providing himself with such an escape-mechanism establishes his 
awareness of the deficiency in the characterization of Humboldt- a 
deficiency that may be attributed to the buoyancy of Bellow's temper­
ament : there can be no ''Grand Inquisitor" without the freighted 
ambivalence that could let D. H. Lawrence think the Inquisitor speaks 
for Dostoevsky. 
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