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  Context


  Saul Bellow was born Solomon Bellows in Lachine, Quebec on June 10, 1915. Nina Steers, a journalist who once interviewed Bellow, said that his birth date was the only piece of information of which she could be sure. Bellow, known for turning down interviewers, has always kept his personal life very private. Nevertheless, the curious have been able to uncover a few facts over the years.


  Bellow was born of poor, Russian-Jewish parents. He grew up immersed in the Old Testament and learned Hebrew and Yiddish. His mother wanted her children to be Talmudic scholars. Bellow's father was a businessman, a bootlegger, and an importer. He wanted his children to take advantage of the new world of economic opportunities before them by becoming professionals. Bellow gives all of his own early circumstances to his fictional creation, Moses Herzog. Much has been written about the autobiographical aspect of the novel, and some critics say that Bellow put a lot of himself into Herzog.


  In 1924, Bellow moved to Chicago to attend high school and college. The urban landscape, which later appeared in his writing, began to infiltrate his consciousness. After attending the University of Chicago for two years, he transferred to Northwestern University where he majored in Anthropology. After finishing his undergraduate studies, Bellow decided to continue graduate studies in the field of Anthropology. He went to the University of Wisconsin, but dropped out in order to get married. It was then that he decided to write. He got a job composing short biographies of Midwestern writers and later took an editorial position at The Encyclopedia Britannica. His first success as a writer of fiction came in 1941, with the publication of his short story "Two Morning Monologues" in the Partisan Review.


  Bellow came of age during the Depression and lived through World War II, serving shortly in the Merchant Marine. He saw the wartime economic boom of the forties and fifties, the Cold War, the anti-Semitism of the thirties and forties, the Civil Rights movement, the end of segregation, and the seemingly endless Vietnam War. The fictional Herzog, who reaches his mid-forties in the 1960s, has lived through precisely the same events. Herzog lives against the backdrop of the Cold War.


  During the course of his life, Bellow married three times, had children, and taught at numerous universities, including the University of Minnesota, New York University, Princeton, Bard, the University of Puerto Rico, and the University of Chicago. Saul Bellow has been the recipient of National Book Awards, two Guggenheim Fellowships, the Prix Litteraire International, the Jewish Heritage Award, the 1975 Pulitzer Prize, and the Nobel Prize in Literature, which he received in 1976.


  Plot Overview


  Herzog has a narrative plot, but most of its important action takes place in the mind of Moses Herzog, its protagonist. Moses is a middle-aged college professor living temporarily in his country home in the Berkshires. Moses has made a habit of writing letters, which he never sends, to family, friends, acquaintances, scholars, writers, and the dead. These letters make up much of the novel.


  Moses decides to visit his friends at Martha's Vineyard, mostly because he wants to escape his lover, Ramona. Almost immediately up arriving at the Vineyard, however, Moses decides to return to New York, where he writes letters compulsively. Moses spends the next night with Ramona. The following morning, he decides he must act somehow, and determines to fight his ex-wife, Madeleine, for custody of their daughter, June. June's babysitter wrote a letter accusing Valentine Gersbach, Moses' best friend and Madeleine's lover, of treating June badly. According to the babysitter, Valentine locked the child in the car while he and Madeleine argued.


  Moses calls his lawyer, Simkin, and arranges a meeting in the courthouse. While he waits for Simkin, Moses witnesses several cases ranging from prostitution to a mother's murder of her daughter. The next day, Moses impulsively flies to Chicago to visit his daughter. In Chicago, he goes to his childhood home, where his widowed stepmother, Tante Taube, still lives. There, he goes to the desk of his late father, Jonah Herzog, and takes Jonah's old gun and some Russian rubles. Moses considers murdering his ex-wife and her lover with the gun. After spying on Madeleine and Valentine through a window of their house, however, Moses realizes that he will not kill them. He goes to Phoebe Gersbach, Valentine's wife, and asks for her help in gaining custody of June, but Phoebe refuses to help him.


  Moses spends the night with his good friend Lucas Asphalter. Through Lucas, he arranges to meet with his daughter. The next morning he takes June to the aquarium. As they leave the aquarium, Moses gets into a car accident. June is not hurt, but Moses is knocked unconscious. He wakes up to find himself at the feet of the police. He is charged with possession of a weapon and taken to jail. His brother Will bails him out. Will is worried for Moses. Later, the brothers meet in the Berkshires. Will suggests that Moses allow himself to be taken to a hospital for observed rest under the care of a psychiatrist. Moses had once had the same idea himself, but now he rejects it and remains in the Berkshires. He arranges a night with Ramona, who comes to visit him. By the end of the novel, Moses has found contentment in his country home and the pleasant weather. He feels he does not need to write any more letters.


  Other important facts arise, not in the course of the main plot, but through Moses' letters and memory. We learn that before Moses married Madeleine, he was married to a woman named Daisy, with whom he had had a son named Marco. We also learn that Moses was raised in a Jewish immigrant family in LaRoux, Canada, and that his father Johan failed in many business ventures and eventually became a bootlegger. Moses also recounts tales of his brothers and sister (Will, Shura, and Helen). Moses constantly mentions his efforts as a writer. He published one book entitled Romanticism and Christianity, which gained critical acclaim as time passed, despite an initially chilly critical response. His never completed the intended second volume of the book.


  Character List


  
    Moses Herzog - The protagonist of the novel, he is a man in his mid-forties going through a breakdown after divorcing his second wife, Madeleine. The novel takes place in his mind, through his memories of the past and the letters he writes to "the newspapers, to people in public life, to friends and relatives and at last to the dead, his own obscure dead, and finally the famous dead." These letters are often unfinished and always unsent. Moses is a character trying to understand how to live his life and achieve happiness.

  


  
    Daisy - Moses' first wife and the mother of Marco, her child with Moses. Daisy is a conservative, organized, and systematic woman of Jewish background, almost the antithesis of Moses' second wife, Madeleine. Moses' disorderly life brought out the worst in Daisy, and led to their eventual divorce.

  


  
    Madeleine - Moses' second wife and antagonist, she is often described as neurotic. Madeleine is the mother of Moses's second child, June. She divorced Moses, leaving him for his best friend, Valentine Gersbach. Madeleine refuses to live her mother's life of servitude, and did not fare well in her married life in the country with Moses. She hates her father, a famed actor. At one point, she converted to Christianity, and later she turns her attention to the scholarly world of ideas.

  


  
    Valentine Gersbach - Valentine and his wife are Madeleine and Moses' only neighbors in the country. Valentine, who has one wooden leg, is Moses's best friend. Valentine begins an affair with Madeleine that continues after Madeleine and Moses divorce.

  


  
    Phoebe Gersbach - Valentine's devoted wife, she fails to see the truth about her husband's affair with Madeleine. She has a child with Valentine.

  


  
    Ramona - Moses' lover, she is Argentinean, and the woman in Moses' life throughout the novel. She is beautiful, well-educated, and, as Moses puts it, a "priestess" of sex and love, the epitome of "sex and swagger." She cooks extravagant meals for Moses, tends to him, and even follows him to the country.
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