MYTH AND RITUAL IN SAUL BELLOW’S
THE ADVENTURES OF AUGIE MARCH

Lee Yu-cheng*

Saul Bellow’s third and longest novel, The Adventures of
Augie March (1953), tells about the psychic. pilgrimage of a
young man.! Augie March, the protagonist, begins his memoir,
which is composed of his own inexhaustible experiences, with
his Chicago childhood before the Depression and ends it with
his sojourn in Paris after the Second World War. Based upon a
series of episodes and centered on the hero’s gradual but painful
maturation, the novel obviously develops in the tradition of
Tom Jones, Adventures of Huckleberry Finn and The Catcher
in the Rye, and has thus repeatedly been labeled a picaresque
as well as a Bildungsroman.?

“A man’s character is his fate” (p. 7), declares Augie by
quoting Heraclitus as he commences his reminiscences. He thus
starts his life in quest of ‘“‘a good enough fate” (p. 36), as he
calls it, and then gets involved in a set of unexpected adventures
which provide him with opportunities to meet and know a vast
variety of people and endow him with ‘“an unquenchable
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hospitality toward experience.””® He goes into many walks of
life, doing odd jobs, working as a junior factotum, assisting in
a sporting-goods shop, smuggling immigrants across the Cana-
dian border, shoplifting school textbooks, running coal business,
managing labor organization, hunting iguanas in Mexico, ghost-
writing for an unhinged millionaire, serving in the merchant
marine, black-marketing in Europe—so many that no character
in American fiction has yet surpassed him. However, as Augie’s
reminiscences come to a close, he reverses the aphorism: “Well,
then it is obvious that this fate . . . is also his [man’s] charac-
er” (pp. 591-92). Augie finally realizes that, instead of his
character, it is the incidents and the people he encounters in
his life that have become his fate.

What Bellow intends in The Adventures of Augie March is
a quest in a genre Northrop Frye calls “the anatomy,” or, to
be more precise, ‘“the romance-anatomy.”** The encyclopaedic
form of the novel also brings it into the literary family which
includes the Bible, the great epics, and the works of such
novelists as Melville, Joyce and Proust.’ The novel is crammed
with mythic and classical allusions widely drawn from ancient
classics. There are profuse references to the Biblical myth,
comprising stories of Moses, Jonah, Lazarus, Cain and the
myth of Eden. There are extensive uses of Greek and Roman
myths. Names like Oedipus, Athena, Aeneas, Phoebus, Orpheus,
Ulysses, Prometheus are mentioned here and there. Also alluded
to are the tale of Sindbad and the myth of Osiris. All these
references not only broaden the scope of the novel, but also
tend to create in the novel a mythic atmosphere, significantly
connecting past and present. More interestingly, the. heroic
comparisons between the characters and the mythic figures

3 jonathan A. Scott, Ir., Three American Moralists: Mailer, Bellow, Trilling
(Notre Dame, Indiana: University of Notre Dame Press, 1973), p. 120.

4 See Anatomy of Criticism: Four Essays (New York: Atheneum, 1969), pp. 308-
14.

5 The “encyclopaedic form” is also Frye’s terminology. See Ibid., pp. 315-26.
Robert Shulman suggests that Bellow recreates in The Adventures of Augie
March a “world-ranging and encyclopedic quest.”” See his “The Style of Bellow’s
Comedy,” PMLA, vol. 83, no. 1 (March, 1968), 114.
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seem to suggest that “modern man is not altogether unlike his
large, heroic ancestors,”® and that  “although times have
changed, people remain the same.”” The entire novel, accord-
ingly, is permeated with a climate favorable to heroism, or, at
least, mock-heroism.

Augie belongs to what Leslie A, Fiedler calls the Good Bad
Boy archetype not unfamiliar in American fiction.® Like
many folk heroes, he comes from a poor family; and like many
mythic heroes, he was born a mysterious birth.® Augie’s father
remains totally out of the picture; no name is given, no account
of his life narrated. Augie refers to himself as “‘a child of an
abandoned family with no father to keep me out of trouble”
(p. 45). To him his “legendary” father is merely a stranger. He
has no memory of him: ‘“My brother says he drove a truck for
a laundry on Marshfield. I never thought that he was a hotshot”
(p. 521). In mythologizing his mother, Augie mockheroically
compares his father to Zeus, the “marble-legged Olympian™ (p.
16): “Mama . . . occupied a place, I suppose, among women
conquered by a superior force of love, like those women
whom Zeus got the better of in animal form and who next had
to take cover from his furious wife” (p. 15). As a fatherless

6 David R. Jones, “The Disappointments of Maturity: Bellow’s The Adventures of
Augie March,” in The Fifties: Fiction, Poetry, Drama, ed. Warren French
(DeLand, Florida: Everett/Edwards, Inc., 1970), p. 90.

Irving Malin, Saul Bellow's Fiction (Carbondale and Edwardsville: Southern

Illinois University Press, 1973), p. 30.

See Leslie A. Fiedler, “The Eye of Innocence,” in No/ in Thunder: Essays on

Myth and Literature (Boston: Beacon Press, 1960), pp. 152-91.

9 The Topic has been treated extensively in the following works: Lord Raglan,
“The Hero of Tradition,” Folklore, vol. 45 (1934), 212-31; later reprinted in
The Study of Folklore, ed. Alan Dundes (Englewood Cliffs, N. J.: Prentice-Hall,
Inc., 1965), pp. 142-57; The Hero: A Study in Tradition, Myth and Drama
(New York: Vintage Books, Inc., 1956); Otto Rank, “The Myth of the Birth of
the Hero: A Psychological Interpretation of Mythology,” in his The Myth of the
Birth of the Hero and Other Writings, ed. Philip Freud (New York: Vintage
Books, Inc., 1959)," pp. 3-96; Joseph Campbell, The Hero with a Thousand
Faces (Princeton, N. J.: Princeton University Press, 1973), pp. 315-34; Erich
Neumann, The Origins and History of Consciousnesy, trans. R. F. C. Huli,
Bolligen Series XLII (Princeton, N. 'J.: Princeton University Press, 1973), pp.
131-51.
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child, Augie discovers that “people have been adoptive towards
me, as if I were really an orphan” (p. 121). As a matter of fact,
he has been regarded as “perhaps the most adoptable character
in American literature since Huckleberry Finn.”!® His adopt-
ability is just another trait of his mythic character, a trait
discernible in the earlier lives of many mythic heroes.!! How-
ever, throughout the novel, Augie manages to keep himself
free and remains his own master. “You’ve got opposition in
you. You don’t slide through everything. You just make it
look s0’’ (p. 137), William Einhorn, one of his early employers,
points out to him.

Yet metaphorically Augie is an orphan.!? Descriptions of
his family leave us with the impression that it is a broken-up,
non-family. The absence of a father is a fact which “throws
the Jewish family off center.”!® His mother, “in her love-orig-
inated servitude, simple-minded, abandoned with three chil-
dren” (p. 15), has really nothing substantial and meaningful to
offer to the family, or to the growth and maturation of her
children. As Augie recalls, “what I learned from her was not
what she taught, but on the order of object lessons. She didn’t
have much to teach, poor woman” (p. 7). Inactive, power-
robbed, Mama March, almost a Mrs. Compson of The Sound
and the Fury, is a Mother Earth turned barren. Growing blind

10 David D. Galloway, The Absurd Hero in American Fiction: Updike, Styron, .
Bellow, Salinger, rev. ed. (Austin, Texas: University of Texas Press, 1974), p.
96. i

Oedipus, Perseus, Paris and Moses, for instance, are all adoptees in one way or
another.

“Augie’s orphaned condition is somewhat metaphorical. He thinks of himself as
an orphan because he is alone and also because he is constantly meeting people
who wish to adopt him, in one way or another.” Helen Weinberg, The New
Novel in America: The Kafkan Mode in Contemporary Fiction (Ithaca and
- London: Cornell University Press, 1974), p. 72. See also Ihab Hassan, Radical
Innocence: Studies in the Contemporary American Novel (1961; rpt. Princeton,
N. J.: Princeton University Press, 1971), p. 306; Allen Guttman, The Jewish
Writer in America: Assimilation and the Crisis of Identity (New York: Oxford
University Press, 1971), pp. 19293,

Frederick J. Hoffman, ““The Fool of Experience: Saul Bellow’s Fiction,” in
Contemporary American Novelists, ed. Harry T. Moore (Carbondale and
Edwardsville: Southern Illinois University Press, 1974), p, 89.
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and having very few teeth left, she is already in a stage of
deterioration, physically and mentally. Augie’s younger brother,
Georgie, though ‘‘chaste, lummoxy, caressing, gentle and dil-
igent” (p. 14),is an idiot, one comparable to Faulkner’s Benjy.
Since he is growing up, Georgie, like Benjy, has become a threat
to the neighbors with little daughters (p. 61). He is later insti-
tutionalized, symbolically being gelded; this fact is also anal-
ogous to the physical castration of Benjy. As for Augie and
Simon, his older brother, they go their own ways. They are
simply too young to give any significant assistance to the family.
The Marches thus fall into the hands of Grandma Lausch, their
boarder, “not a relation at all” (p. 9). Grandma Lausch is one
of those Machiavellians who try so hard to exert their influ-
ences upon the fate of Augie.!® As the widow of a powerful
Odessa businessman and the mother of two sons living in
Cincinnati and Racine, Wisconsin, Grandma Lausch, according
to Augie, ‘““‘preferred to live with us, because for so many years
she was used to direct a house, to command, to govern, to
manage, scheme, devise, and intrigue in all her languages” (p.
9). Unfortunately Grandma Lausch is no Dilsey—to refer to
The Sound and the Fury again. She is a destructive rather than
a constructive power to the Marches. “Mama surrendered
powers to her” (p. 15) and nearly becomes her slave. Further-
more, it is Grandma Lausch who decides that Georgie should
be sent to the state home. And after her expulsion of Georgie,
“we had a diminished family life” (p. 69), says Augie. Thus,
she fails to perceive that Georgie, who symbolizes ‘“‘the basic
physical self,”® “had been the main basis of household union”
(pp. 69-70), and his institutionalization will only bring disaster
to an already half-shattered family. But more destructive is
perhaps the pragmatic philosophy of Grandma Lausch. “She’d
show us how to practise in the world” (p. 43), Augie recalls.
Her pragmatism ruins the childhood world of the March boys

14 Bellow first published an.excerpt of The Adventures of Augie March inPar.tism
Review, 16 (Navember, 1949), 1077-1089, entitled “Life Among the Machiavel-
lians.”,

15 Qpdahl, The Novels of Saul Bellow, p. 83.
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in her tutelage in matters of survival, such as cheating the
Charities office. Physically Grandma Lausch also suffers a
gradual weakening. Despite her efforts to maintain her dignity
and authority, ‘“‘she’s on her last legs” (p. 111), according to
Simon, and eventually has to accept a place in the old folks’
home where she spends her last days.

Apparently Augie has been trapped in a sterile and death-
like situation characterized by deterioration and hopelessness.
Even when he begins to launch into life, he finds himself
surrounded by the ignorance and arrogance of the rich, the
violence and brutality of the criminal, the helplessness and
despair of the poor, the misery and death during the Depression,
-and many other inhuman elements that constitute a world of
darkness. John Jacob Clayton’s remarks certainly hit home
when he speaks of the darkness in The Adventures of Augie
March as ‘“‘a magnified projection of the Terrible Father 16

Augie’s father, who has deserted his wife and children, “would-

seem to be the inhuman universe itself.”!”
The following is a paragraph Clayton does not cite to
support his viewpoint on the image of darkness:

Now there’s a dark Westminster of a time when a multitude of objects
cannot be clear; they're too dense and there’s an island rain, North Sea
lightlessness, the vein of the Thames. That darkness in which resolutions
have to be made—it isn’t merely local; it’s the same darkness that exists
in the fiercest clearnesses of torrid Messina. And what about the coldness
of the rain? That doesn’t deheat foolishness in its residence of the human
face, nor take away deception nor change defects, but this rain is an
emblem of the shared condition of all. It maybe means that what is
needed to mitigate the foolishness or dissolve the deception is always
superabundantly about and insistently offered to us—a black offer in
Charing Cross; a grey in Place Pereires where you see so many kinds and
varieties of beings go to and fro in the liquid and fog; a brown in the
straight unity of Wabash Avenue. With the dark, the solvent is in this
way offered until the time when one thing is determined and the offers,
mercies, and opportunities are finished. (p. 235)

The English scene depicted here is a strikingly powerful

16 Squl Bellow: In Defense of Man (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1971),
p. 112
17 Ibid.
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metaphor, because on the one hand, it stands as a foil to the
reality which suffocates Augie, and on the other hand, it is a
projection of his inner reality, his fear and fortornness. The
message, in fact, has already been suggested at the very -begin-
ning of the novel when Augie describes his city, Chicago, as a
“sombre city”’ (p. 7), one that reminds us of Leventhal’s New
York in The Victim.

Darkness symbolizes a metaphorical death. But there are
physical deaths too. There is, for example, the death of Winnié,
Grandma Lausch’s dog. There are the deaths of the Commis-
sioner, Einhorn’s father, and Grandma Lausch. There are also
the Depression suicides. And Augie’s friend Mimi Villars aborts
her pregnancy on New Year’s Eve. Finally the merchantman
where Augie serves is torpedoed and most of the crew are
drowned.

Be it metaphorical or physical, death reveals itself as the
nuclear terror of Augie’s world. Unless he surrenders to such a
terror, he is fated to take flight from it. The attempt is em-
bodied by his many adventures. Augie’s flight calls back the
long tradition of the escape motif in American literature.
Escape in American literature is always a positive move; it
“generally implies a flight from one reality to another.”!® One
significant feature of the escape is that “wherever the escape
led, it led further, deeper into life, so that, as such, it rested on
no airy philosophizings or aimless wanderings, but on a resolute
decision to head somewhere; it meant leaving behind the old,
or former places, where one not only fled the places but the
identities that had grown up and become a part of those
places.”® The first old reality from which Augie escapes is his
gloomy home. And then he flees Chicago, that “sombre city”
which is not big enough to hold him. Even America appears
too small for Augie. He then chooses to venture into Mexico.

18 gam Bluefarb, The Escape Motif in the American Novel (Ohio: Ohio State
University, 1972), p. 5.
19 Ibid., p. 8.
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And as the novel approaches its end, we find that Augie has
already followed the path of his predecessors, those escapists
created by Henry James and Ernest Hemingway, leaving the con-
tinent of North America behind and trying his fortune in Eu-
rope. It is evident that Augie’s escape takes on a diagrammatic
quality. The continuous expansion here is a sign of Augie’s
desire to broaden his scope, to launch further and deeper into
life, and to acquire new experiences, which in turn hints at his
obsessive flight from death and his yearning for rebirth.

Ostensibly what The Adventures of Augie March narrates
is the hero’s quest for a better fate. However, on a more
metaphorical level, Augie’s quest, which eventually leads to his
rebirth, also involves his search for spiritual or foster parents
and his initiation into adulthood.

Like those mythic heroes who are born a mysterious birth
and later fostered by their new parents, Augie’s attempt to
look for spiritual parents is psychologically understandable. In
his study of the hero myth, Otto Rank discovers that this
endeavor of the hero is “merely the expression of the child’s
longing for the vanished happy time.”20 Augie gives no account
of the nuptial life (?) of his parents, but he allusively associates
his father with Zeus and his mother with one of the women of
the Olympian God. The mythic parentage of Augie fits Rank’s
theory of the hero myth. The longing for the vanished happy
time can also be seen as a nostalgia for the lost Paradise, a
return to the idyllic world and the mythic past when man is
still in his innocent state. It is a deep-rooted dream and dim
racial memory of mankind and has perpetually found expres-
sion in literature of many nations. Augie does not conceal his
yearning:

Before vice and shortcoming, admitted in the weariness of maturity,
common enough and boring to make an extended showing of, there are,
or are supposed to be, silken, unconscious, nature-painted times, like the
pastoral of Sicilian shepherd lovers, or lions you can chase away with
stones and golden snakes who scatter from their knots into the fissures of
Eryx. Early scenes of life, I mean; for each separate person too, everyone

20 The Myth of the Birth of the Hero and Other Writings, p. 71.
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beginning with Eden and passing through trammels, pains, distortions,
and death into the darkness out of which, it is hinted, we may hope to
enter permanently into the beginning again. (p. 99)

What Augie conceives here is almost the Earthly Paradise
Lady Matilda sketches for Dante:

Those men of yore who sang the golden time
And all its happy state—maybe indeed
They on Parnassus dreamed of this fair clime.
Here was the innocent root of alt man’s seed;
" Here spring is endless, here all fruits are, here
The nectar is, which runs in all their rede.?

Augie’s pastoral yearning is rather complicated. It involves, for
example, a longing for the mythic past, what Augie calls the
“silken, unconscious, nature-painted times.” There is also the
Genesis myth in which man is depicted as having dominion
over the animals.?? And finally, there is the cyclic myth of
birth-death-rebirth which underlies the structural design of
Augie’s quest.

The search of Augie for a substitute father signifies a
process of masculinization. He has anxiously turned to several
male characters in his early life for the father image. One who
appears more promising than anyone else to become Augie’s
surrogate father is Einhorn, “the first superior man” in the
eyes of Augie. “He had a brain and many enterprises, real
directing power, philosophical capacity” (p. 71). Nevertheless,
Einhorn is a cripple. Augie ludicrously magnifies him by
juxtaposing him against those limping heroes in myth and
history; he reminds us of “the fact that Moses had faltering
speech and Dmitri the Sorcerer a withered arm, Caesar and
Mahomet epilepsy, Lord Nelson a pinned sleeve” (p. 85). In

2l pante Alighieri, The Divine Comedy: 2 Purgatory, trans. Dorothy L. Sayers
(Harmondsworth, Middlesex: Penguin Books Ltd., 1975), Canto XXVIII, 11.
139-44.

Genesis 2:19. “And out of the ground the Lord God formed every beast of the
field, and every fowl of the air; and brought them unto Adam to see what he
would call them: and whatsoever Adam called every living creature, that was the
name thereof.” Mircea Eliade claims that “to name the animals was equivalent
to ruling over them.” See his Myths, Dreams and Mysteries: The Encounter be-
tween Contemporary Faiths and Archaic Reality, trans. Philip Mairet (1960; rpt.
London: The Fontana Library of Theology and Philosophy, 1976), p. 65.

22
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spite of his physical inconvenience, Einhorn boasts himself as
sexually irresistible to women:

He took the joking liberties his father did, but his jokes didn’t have the
same ring; which isn’t to say that they weren’t funny but that he cast
himself forward on them towards a goal—seduction. What the laugh was
about was his disability; he was after a fashion laughing about it, and he
was not so secretly saying to women that if they’d look farther they’d
find to their surprise that there was the real thing, not disabled. He
promised. So that when he worked his wicked, lustful charm, apparently
so safe, like a worldly priest or elderly gentleman from whom it’s safe to
accept a little complimentary badinage or tickle, he was really single-
mindedly and grimly fixed on the one thing, ultimately the thing, for
which men and women came together. And he was the same with them
all; not, of course, foreseeing any great success, but hoping all the same
that one of them—beautiful, forward, intrigued with him, wishing to play
a secret game, maybe a trifle perverse (he suggested), would see, would
grasp, would crave, burn for him. He looked and hoped for this in very
woman. (p. 92)

But Einhorn’s view of himself as a great lover strikes us as some-
thing laughable because in reality ‘“He was a man who needed
someone beside him continually; . . . [he] had to be lifted up
in bed and dressed” (p. 76). He is even careless in his habit and
makes the toilet a difficult place to keep clean (p. 77). Augie
manages to see several similarities between Einhorn and
Grandma Lausch, suggesting that Einhorn is not unlike those
Machiavellians. In his excessive greed for wealth, power and
sex, Einhorn has created for himself a deceptively active world
devoid of love and sympathy. Such a world is symbolized by
his bedroom: “The room was dark and unfresh, for he and his
wife slept with the windows shut” (p. 76). Evidently it is a
death-haunting world, a world of staleness and unhealthiness
which signifies his spiritual aridity. It is the “dead land” of T.
S. Eliot’s monumental poem, where*. . . the dead tree gives no
shelter, the cricket no relief /And the dry stone no sound of
water,”?3.

The symbolism of Einhorn’s crippled legs is not hard to
grasp. AsC. G. Junghas asserted more than once, “The foot . . .
is supposed to possess a magical generative power.”2* Hence

23 “The Waste Land,” 11, 23-24. See The Collected Poems and Plays, 1909-1950
(New York: Harcourt, Brace and Company, 1952).
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the fact that Einhorn’s legs are paralyzed can be seen as
a symbolic emasculation, suggesting that his virility is dimin-
ishing. This may in turn account for his sexual greediness and
perversion: he treats Augie to a brothel on the boy’s graduation
night. Einhorn, if I may employ Augie’s ironic eulogy, belongs,
therefore, to the Fisher King archetype, a sterility figure.?* The
1929 stock market crash turns out to be a fatal blow to him and
quickens his debility. And when Augie returns from his Mexican
adventure, he is surprised to find that Einhorn “was kind of
white and peaky. Things were not too good with him. He had
gone to the hospital and had a prostate operation . . . . Ein-
horn’s [hair] was snowy, which made his eyes blacker’(p. 496).
And as Einhorn’s influence wanes, he is no longer the admira-
tion of the young man.

Augie’s quest for a surrogate mother also proves a failure.
Grandma Lausch, already in her decaying, is not so admirable
as to become a mother image. Augie has been farmed out to
the Coblins, his relatives, in his boyhood and to help with the
newspaper route. The mother of the family, Anna, is his
mother’s cousin. She is very fond of Augie and hopes that he
will marry her daughter someday. “ ‘You’ll be my son, my
daughter’s husband, mein kind!’ ” she says to Augie. “She kept
this project of marriage going all the time” (p. 23), Augie
recalls. But “she was too gloomy and home-haunting a woman,”
and “To anybody who snubbed her child she was a bad enemy
and spread damaging rumours” (p. 24). Augie soon leaves the
Coblins because his mind still dwells on “a good enough fate.”

When Augie drops out of college to work for a sporting-
goods store, he meets Mrs. Renling, the owner’s wife, who, like
some other women in Augie’s life, sees possibilities ahead of

2 symbols of Transformation, trans. R_F. C. Hull, 2nd ed., Bollingen Series XX
(Princeton, N. J.: Princeton University Press, 1976), p. 126. Cf. also pp. 239.
31S.

25 peter L. Hays classifies the limping characters in literature into three categories,
namely, the fertility figures, the sterility figures, and the limited man. Einhorn
evidently belongs to the second category. See Hays’ The Limping Hero: Gro-
tesques in Literature (New York: New York University Press, 1971).
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him, and “‘wanted me to become a rider and to refine and
school me every way” (p. 153). She assumes that it is her
moral obligation to eradicate whatever hindrance there is in
Augie’s road to success. Therefore, whenever Augie falls in
love with girls, she will immediately come down on him. Her
exhortations impress the young man as “the kind of talk
gilded dumb young men have heard from protectresses, generals’
and statemen’s [sic] wives, in all the duchies, villas, and capital
cities of the world” (p. 158-59). Just as Anna Coblin who
wants to make Augie her son-in-law, Mrs. Renling proposes
that Augie be her son. “There was a little in it of Moses and
the Pharaoh’s daughter,” Augie describes the situation. He
turns down the offer nonetheless, because “I had family enough
to suit me and history to be loyal to” (p. 179).

It is, therefore, unlikely that Augie will recapture “the
vanished happy time” through these manipulating and almost
apathetic egocentrics. Thus, unlike those mythic figures,
Augie’s quest for the surrogate parents is in vain. But on the
unconscious level, this archetypal longing remains unquench-
able. Disappointed in looking outward, Augie later turns
inward, and in his idyllic vision of a foster home he projects
his boyhood dream:

‘.. I'm not thinking about becoming a farmer, though I might do a
little farming, but what I’d like most is to get married and set up a kind
of home and teach school. I'll marry—of course my wife would have to
agree with me about this—and then I'd get my mother out of the blind-
home and my brother George up from the South. ...
T thought maybe I could get accredited with the state or county, or
whoever does it, as a foster-parent, and get kids from institutions. This
way the board and keep would be taken care of, and we’d have these
kids.’

‘... I’d love to have my own little children. I'long for little childten.
And these kids from institutions who have had it rough—" (pp. 526-77)

Apparently in his pastoral dream, Augie envisages himself as a
father figure, a “saint and holy father” (p. 527), as his friend
Clem Tambow points out to him. The vision not only culmi-
nates his obsessive quest, but also transforms him from the
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former metaphorical orphan into “Father” Augie. Somehow in
his vision Augie redeems violence done to his mother and
brother, and at the same time elevates himself as a Robin
Hood, or a hero in the fair- tales who is determined to rescue
children from persecution. Augie later marries Stetla Chesney,
the girl he méets in his Mexico trip, herself a movie starlet.
Stella, who is supposed to play the role of the Great Mother
for Augie and his *“children,” ironically appears in a film called
Les Orphelines. The title of the film, however, significantly
reminds us of Augie’s life-long dream. Even when the novel
already comes near to its close, Augie still passionately keeps
his vision with him:

What | had in my mind was this private green place like one of those

Walden or Innisfree wattle jobs under the kind sun, surrourided by velvet

woods and bright gardens and Elysium lawns sown with Lincoln Park
grass seed. (p. 592)

The vision here reiterates an important motif of Augie’s quest
which I have mentioned in the previous pages, that is, the
nolstagia for the lost Paradise. What he envisions is no more
the darkness and the death-like mirage of his boyhood; rather,
it is a “green place . . . under the kind sun.” Hence the
adumbration of the rebirth motif is also unmistakable.

Augie attains his maturity through a series of initiatory
rites. And the duration of his initiation lasts for quite a period.
This is not an unusual phenomenon because as a culture
becomes more and more complex, the duration of initiation
tends to be prolonged.?® Augie undertakes various adventures
from his childhood to adulthood, and, interestingly enough,
many of his adventures are ritualistically enacted and carry
with them mythic meanings. I shall here limit my discussion to
only three of his adventures which are remarkably crucial to
the early life of our hero and are rites of initiation in one way
or another. These will include his whorehouse experience,
the interlude concerning Mimi Villars’ abortion and his Mexican
venture.

2% See Arnold van Gennep, The Rites of Passage, trans. Monika B, Vizedom and
Gabrielle L. Caffee (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1966), pp. 65-80.
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Augie’s sexual initiation significantly takes place in the
very evening of his high school graduation. He follows Einhorn
to the red-light district where he loses his virginity. What inter-
ests us here is the detailed description of the episode which
carries with it various conspicuous features of the heroic initi-
ation and belongs to what is commonly known as initiatory
mythology.?’

Einhorn apparently usurps the role of the “wise old man”
in introducing Augie to the mysteries of sex. However, we are
not likely to miss the irony of his function for it is clear
enough that Einhorn has his own purpose to be there.-The
“sacred ground” of Augie’s initiation, according to Einhorn, is
““a back entrance, . . . and on the third floor” (p. 143):

I stopped the car and went out to scout, came back when I had
found the joint and got him on my back. He used to talk about himself as
the Old Man of the Sea riding Sinbad [sic]. But there was Aeneas too,
who carried his old dad Anchises in the burning of Troy, and that old
man who had been picked by Venus to be her lover; which strikes me as
the better comparison. Except that there was no fire or war cry around
us, but dead-of-night silence on the boulevard, and ice. I went down the
narrow cement walk, below sleeping windows, with Einhorn telling me,
clear and loud, to watch my step. Luckily I had cleared out my locker
that day and was wearing the rubbers that had lain at the bottom of it
the better part of a year, and so my feet didn’t slip. But it was difficult
work all the same, up the wooden stairs and under the short clotheslines
on the porches. ... (pp. 143-44)

The cement walk, the wooden stairs leading to the third floor,
the porches—all these compose a picture of a labyrinth which,
“like any other trial of initiation, is a difficult trial in which
not all are fitted to triumph.”?® The labyrinth, which remains
a unique trial often present in the initiatory rites of the mythic
heroes, ‘““in its turn, was homologised with the body of the
Earth-Mother. To penetrate into a labyrinth . . . was the equiv-
alent of a mystical return to the Mother—an end pursued in

27 See Mircea Eliade, Rites and Symbols of Initiation: The Mysteries of Birth and
Rebirth, trans. Willard R, Trask (New York: Harper & Row, Publishers, 1975),
p.62.

28 Mircea Eliade, Patterns in Comparative Religion, trans. Rosemary Sheed (Lon-
don and New York: Sheed & Ward, Inc., 1958), p. 381.
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the rites of initiation as well as in funeral obsequies.”?® Thus,
Perseus has to go through it to fight the Minotaur; Aeneas
witnesses the figure of the Cretan labyrinth upon the rocky
face at the cavern-entrance of the Underworld; Snow White
and many others in Brothers Grimm’s fairy tales have to plunge
into,the forest—the maze form of which makes it analogous to
the labyrinth—to undergo their puberty rites. These “labyrinth
rituals upon which initiation ceremonies are based,” according
to Mircea Eliade, are intended ‘‘to teach the neophyte, during
his sojourn on earth, how to enter the domains of death
without getting lost.”® Therefore, along with such images as
the bridge, the narrow gate and the spiral construction, the
labyrinth recurrently appears in the initiation rites as the
symbol of a ‘“‘dangerous passage” which will eventually lead
the novice to the realm of death or annihilation to be born
again.3! The novice will be symbolically devoured by a monster,
often female, an emblematic form of Mother Earth or the
primordial Mother’s womb, so as to die an initiatory death.’?
It is evident that in Augie’s case, the female monster is played
by the whore who chooses him. And his death is the meta-
phorical death of his innocence which marks the end of his
asexual status and brings about an entire ontological mutation
in him; in other words, he is reborn to a new mode of existence.

Even the love-making scene is ritualistically depicted.
Augie simply plays the timid and passive initiate; and it is the
whore who conducts the whole operation, approaching him,
taking him round the body, and then setting him on the bed as
if she is making preparation for Augie’s ritual death. And when
done, Augie realizes that “it didn’t have the lustre it should
have had, and there wasn’t any epithalamium of gentle lovers™

29 FEliade, Myths, Dreams and Mysteries, pp. 172-73.

30 Eliade, Patterns in Comparative Religion, p. 381.

31 Eliade, Rites and Symbols of Initiation, p. 62. Cf. also his The Sacred and the
Profane: The Nature of Religion, trans. Willard R. Trask (New York: Harcourt
Brace & World, Inc., 1959), pp. 179-84; and Joseph Campbell, The Masks of
God: Primitive Mythology (Harmondsworth, Middlesex: Penguin Books Ltd.,
1976), pp. 68-70.

32 Eliade, Rites and Symbols of Initiation, p. 62.
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(p. 146). There seems to be no raptures of sex in the business,
but his realization indicates that he has been through with the
sex mysteries. And henceforth he begins to have contacts with
several women he desires.

Riding on Augie’s back to the brothel, Einhorn refers him-
self to the Old Man of the Sea who rides on Sindbad and to
Anchises who flees the sacked and burning Troy with the help
of his son Aeneas. Comparisons like these are typical of Bel-
low’s technique of magnification. The encounter of Sindbad
with the Old Man climaxes the fifth voyage of the sailor and
tells about how Sindbad, after a shipwreck, wanders about a
deserted island, and how he, out of charitable impulse, consents
to help “a decreplt old man cloaked in a mantle of leaves”3?
by carrying him upon his shoulders to cross the brook, and
how this old man tyrannically crouches on his shoulders instead
of getting off. The Old Man is fearsomely known among the
sailors as a fiend, and the way he seizes Sindbad reveals his
strong desire to domineer and to possess the sailor. This is
precisely what Einhorn intends to do with Augie.

The other allusion to the Aeneid is especially meaningful
in that it adds one more evidence to the fact that the quest of
Augie, in many aspects, parallels that of Aeneas as some critics
have suggested.®® In Book II of the Aeneid, when Aeneas tries
to get Anchises away from Troy, which is already ablaze, the
old man first rejects the imploration, saying that

For years now I have been lingering, obnoxious to heaven and useless
To mankind,’ever since the ruler of gods and men
Blasted me with the searing breath of his levin-flash.35

As Anchises’ words show, he has been lamed by Zeus. Such is

3 N. J. Dawood, trans., Tales from the Thousand and One Nights (Harmondsworth,
Middlesex: Penguin Books Ltd., 1979), p. 146.

34 See, for example, Robert R. Dutton, Squl Bellow, Twayne’s United States
Authors Series (Boston: Twayne Publsshers, Inc., 1971), pp. 77-79; Clayton,
Saul Bellow: In Defense of Man, pp. 87-88. :

35 C. Day Lewis, trans., The Aeneid of Virgil (Garden City, New York: Doubleday
& Company, Inc,, 1953), 11, 11. 648-50.
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the punishment put on him for having had an affair with
Venus. The old man as a limper, again, reminds us of Einhorn’ s
inconvenience and has struck Augie as “the better comparison.”
The reference is also suggestively relevant because it restates
the escape motif of The Adventures of Augie March 1 have
poirtted out earlier. But the ironic overtone must not be
neglected. The mission of Aeneas, with his father on his back,
is to flee Troy so as to establish a new nation in a new land;
whereas Augie, carrying Einhorn on the back, as far as this
context is concerned, is to seek personal erotic pleasure. In
Aeneas’ case, it is the Trojan hero who takes the action,
whereas in Augie’s, it is Einhorn who suggests such a trip while
Augie remains passively a follower. Moreover, in juxtaposing
the episode against the flight of the house of Anchises, Bellow
seems to imply that the loss of Augie’s innocence somehow
parallels the mythic fall of Troy, that paradisiac city as well as
the embodiment of the ideals of the antique world. Here again
we hear the echo of the motif of the nostalgia for the lost
Paradise.

The episode with regard to Mimi Villars® abortion has a
great impact upon Augie’s fate. Had he not been reported to
his girl Lucy Magnus, the cousin of his brother’s wife, that he
had accompanied Mimi, who was just an ordinary friend, to
see an abortionist, he might have married Lucy Magnus and his
fate might have been different. This is another evidence that
the people he encounters are his fate.

Mimi is a character of unusual heroic vitality—just imagine
the pains and ordeals she has gone through during and after
the operations. She first trickily convinces the doctor to oper-
ate for her, naively hoping that this might abort her pregnancy.
But when the operation has proved that it is not a fallopian
pregnancy, she is congratulated, instead. She then has Augie
accompany her to a private abortionist. The operation does
not suceeed. She bleeds profusely, soaking the bed. Augie then
sends her to the hospital to have another operation. Mimi,
thus, has been butchered again and again. The abortion takes
place in Christmas week; and the last operation, to be exact,
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occurs on New Year’s Eve when Augie is supposed to take
Lucy Magnus to a party. M. Gilbert Porter interprets the
abortion in terms of the Christian myth and sees in it a great
irony: ‘“the messianic birth has been abortive.”3® But more
ironi¢ perhaps is the fact that Mimi, who can endure the
unimaginable physical sufferings, cannot tolerate to become a
mother.

Mimi’s abortion episode also marks another stage of Augie’s
initiation. Augie, like Nick Adams of Hemingway’s “Indian
Camp,” is there to be introduced into the mysteries of death
and birth. No Magi from the East, he, instead of witnessing a
messianic birth, has been shown the cult of embryonic death;
it is almost a ritual sacrifice that will bring about a seasonal
renewal, significantly symbolized by the coming of New Year,
and a resurrection to the dying mother whose womb has
turned barren and is bleeding.

To assist Mimi also provides Augie with an opportunity to
practice as a husband and a father; therefore, metaphorically
speaking, Augie is present to perform his ethical obligation
which in turn anticipates his later pastoral longing to establish
a foster home for the orphans. I suggest that this foster home
dream of Augie is also a psychological atonement for his failure
to save the embryonic life sacrificed on New Year’s Eve.

When Mimi recovers from her unconsciousness, Augie goes
out of her room to take a stroll and accidentally enters the
labor rooms division:

- . . I passed through to another division where the labour rooms were,
separate cubicles, and in them saw women struggling, outlandish pain and
huge-bellied distortion, one powerful face that bore down into its creases
and issued a voice great and songlike in which she cursed her husband
obscenely for his pleasure that had got her into this; and others, calling
on saints and mothers, incontinent, dragging at the bars of their beds,
weeping, or with faces of terror or narcotized eyes. It all stunned me. So
that when a nurse hurried up to investigate who I was and what business I
had to be there, she made me falter. And just then, in the elevator shaft
nearby, there were screams. [ stopped and waited for the rising light I saw
coming steadily through the glass pancls. The door opened; a woman sat

36 Whence the Power? The Artistry and Humanity of Saul Bellow (Columbia,
Missouri: University of Missouri Press, 1974), p. 83.
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before me in a wheel chair, and in her lap, just born in a cab or paddy
wagon or in the lobby of the hospital, covered with blood and screaming
so you could see sinews, square of chest and shoylders from the strain,
this bald kid, red and covering her with the red. She too, with lost nerve,
was sobbing, each hand squeezing up on itself, eyes wildly frightened;
and she and the baby appeared like enemies forced to have each other,
like figures of a war, They were pushed out, passing me close by so that
the mother’s arm grazed me. (p. 331)

The scene, characterized by undignified screaming, crying,
chiding and sufferings, obviously involves “the life cycle, the
death and rebirth pattern.”?” There is the mysterious struggle
between life and death: the babies are struggling to come out,
while the mothers are undergoing the symbolic death. Like
those epic heroes who journey to the Underworld to beg for
wisdom and to renew their lives, Augie wanders into the
maternity ward and finds himself actually in the midst of Hell
and is greatly astonished by the nightmarish chaos created by
the interaction between life and death. Augie has now meta-
phorically returned to the primordial womb, symbolized by
the maternity ward, and witnessed there the miraculous crea-
tion of life as well as the eternal pain of giving birth. In other
words, he has been shown the myth of creation, and has learned
through the experience the mystery and meaning of life. And
like the abortion of Mimi, his mythic visit to the hellish mater-
nity ward must have certain impact upon his subconsciousness
and later also helps create for him a vision of a foster home
where he can have those orphans together.

As his possible marriagé comes to an end, and as Chicago
could no longer hold him, Augie leaves his relatives, friends’
and hometown, following Thea Fenchel, his one-time ardent
pursuer in the Renlings days, to launch into the wilderness of
Mexico. Thea, enroute to Mexico to await a divorce decree,
suggests that they train an eagle to catch the giant iguanas and
then sell the story and pictures to the National Geographic.
Augie, deeply charmed by her, immediately falls into an
awkward plight and almost follows whatever instructions he is

37 Pat Trefzger Overbeck, “The Women in Augie March,” Texas Studies in Liter-
ature and Language, vol. 10 (Fall, 1968), 478.
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given.

The Mexican interlude highlights Augie’s adventurous life
and remains the most crucial and fateful passage he ever
undertakes. By driving Augie into a world of rituals and
primitivism, Bellow entangles his hero in “a tortuous web of
myth.”%® The whole adventure is dominated by mysticism,
discernible even right from the very beginning when one night
Thea reappears after years of absence to knock on Augie’s
door. The knocks, to use Campbell’s term, are “the call to
adventure.”3® Before setting off , Augie goes to see his mother—
he never did this in the previous adventures. Moreover, he asks
advice from his Mexican friend Padilla who, as an answer,
warns him to stay home. “Nobody, then, gave the happy bon
voyage I’d have liked” (p. 378), Augie says. All these strange
behaviors signify on the one hand Augie’s reluctance and
hesitation, and on the other his readiness to depart and to
cross the threshold of another stage of his initiatory adventure.

Augie mentions nothing about the hunting to his mother.
He simply reminds himself that “it was inevitable for the son
of a Hagar to go chase wild animals at one time or another” (p.
377). He is here referring to Ishmael, the illegitimate son of
Abraham and Hagar, who “dwelt in the wilderness, and be-
came an archer.”*® Augie, therefore, is doomed to roam the
wilderness. However, instead of becoming an archer, he is
initiated into the art of falconry. As a matter of fact, this is
not the only reference to Ishmael. He has previously called
himself the son of Hagar while comparing Mrs. Einhorn to
Sarah, the wife of Abraham (p. 87). Later, when the merchant-
man he serves is torpedoed, he drifts on the sea with a weird
biochemist named Bateshaw. This sea-drifting episode im-
mediately reminds us of the fate of Melville’s Ishmael after the
disastrous wreck of the Pequod. References of this kind are
intentional rather than accidental. They are thematically and
structurally important because they help reveal the ever-

38 Overbeck, “The Women in Augie March,” 478.
39 See The Hero with a Thousand Faces, pp. 49-58.
40 Genesis 20: 9-21. See also Genesis 16 17:23-26.
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wandering destiny of the hero and underline the basic structural
pattern of the novel.

The wilderness of Mexico is deliberately delineated with
Edenic simplicity. In fact, to a certain extent and on some
occasions, Augie and Thea act more or less like their mythic
predecessors, Adam and Eve. The following is a passage, in a
terse and forceful style, describing a love-making scene in the
midst of Edenic wilderness:

It was afternoon; we were in the Ozark foothills, well off the road, in the
woods near a pasture. Up from where we were there was a totter of smalt
pines, and above them bigger trees, and subsiding land below. Because the
water we had was poor we spiked it with rye for taste. The weather was
hot, and the air was glossy, the clouds white and heavy, rich, dangerous,
swagging, silk. The open ground glared and baked, the wheat looked like
the glass of wheat, the cattle had their feet in the water. First the heat
and then the rye made us take off our clothes, shirts, then trousers,
finally all. . ..

Meanwhile the clouds, birds, cattle in the water, things, stayed at
their distance, and there was no need to herd, account for, hold them in
the head, but it was enough to be among them, released on the ground as
they were in their brook or in the air. . . . (pp. 385-86)

The Miltonic analogue of the scene is all too clear. Augie and
Thea ark depicted here as reliving the moments before the Fall
when the world was a child’s Paradise, and the ancestors of
man were innocent, and the harmonious communion between
man and the natural environment still existed:

So pass’d they naked on, nor shunn’d the sight
Of God or Angel, for they thought no ill:

So hand in hand they pass’d, the loveliest pair
That ever since in love’s imbraces met,

Adam the goodliest man of men since born
His Sons, the fairest of the daughters Eve.
Under a tuft of shade that on a green

Stood whispering soft, by a fresh Fountain side
They sat them down, and after no more toil
Of thir sweet Gard’ning labor than suffic’d

To recommend cool Zephyr, and made ease
More easy, wholesome thirst and appetite
More grateful, to thir Supper Fruits they fell,
Nectarine Fruits which the compliant boughs
Yielded them, side-long as they sat recline

On the soft downy Bank damaskt with flowrs:
The savory pulp they chew, and in the rind
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Still as they thirsted scoop the brimming stream;
Nor gentle purpose, nor endearing smiles

Wanted, nor youthful dalliance as beseems

Fair couple, linkt in happy nuptial League,

Alone as they. About them frisking play’d

All beasts of th® Earth, since wild, and of all chase
In Wood or Wilderness, Forest or Den. . . e

But for Augie the moment, as such, means more than that. It
is, on the symbolic level, a compensation for his obsession
with the lost Paradise, a wish-fulfillment in reality.

However, the original Paradise has already vanished; it has
since remained only a vision or dream and thus can never be
replaced by the Mexican wilderness. Augie’s paradisiac ecstasy,
therefore, turns out to be another phantasmagoria and can
hardly be prolonged, because in actuality they are ‘“on the
edge of Texas, within smell of deserts and mountains” (p.
387). The location signifies a zone unknown, “a fateful region
of both treasure and danger’? where the mythic hero is
assigned to perform his destined missions and to undergo the
trials of initiation. This is the setting for adventures, not for
conjugal life. Therefore, as Augie remarks, “we had few such
afternoons when we started to train the eagle” (p. 386).

Another fact which destroys Augie’s Paradise is that Thea
herself is not Eve but rather an Eve-like temptress who devotes
much of her time to training eagle, hunting iguanas, and later
collecting snakes.*® This is not to deny her role as a goddess as
her name suggests.** The core of Augie’s adventure in the
Mexican wilderness is tl'e hunting of iguanas, a symbolic
dragon-killing mission traditionally performed by the mythic

41 Milton, Paradise Lost, Book IV, 11. 31942,

42 Campbell, The Hero with a Thousand Faces, p. 58.

3 Steven M. Gerson regards Augie as the new American Adam while labeling Thea
as an Eve-like temptress “‘who corrupts Augie’s paradise.” See his ‘“The New
American Adam in The Adventures of Augie March,” Modern Fiction Studies,
Vol. 25, No. 1 (Spring, 1979), 124-26.

44 Thea has repeatedly been seen as a goddess. Sarah Blacher Cohen, for instance,

points out that “Thea is made out to be a ludicrous combination of Diana . . . .

and Circe. . . .” See her Saul Bellow’s Enigmatic Laughter (Chicago: University

of Illinois Press, 1974), p. 71; also Porter, Whence the Power?, p. 86; Overbeck, *

“The Women in Augie March,” 479. The word thea means Goddess in Greek,
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heroes. Not infrequently, the hero has to appeal to certain
protective power to ensure the success of his mission. Camp-
bell calls this guiding figure the “supernatural aid.”*> And
more often than not, this guiding figure is a female character.
She appears as a grandmother-like crone and a fairy godmother
in many famous traditional fairy tales. She is Ariadne in the
heroic endeavor of Theseus to fight the Minotaur; whereas in
Jason’s adventurous undertaking, she is Medea who instructs
the hero how to yoke the wild-belching oxen, and then charms
the terrible serpent with her magical song to enable the hero to
obtain the Golden Fleece. Viewed from this perspective,
Thea’s role as a goddess or an initiatory priestess is undeniable.
From love-making to eagle-training to iguanas-catching, what-
ever Thea does, she seems to do it with ritualistic precision and
perfection. And in many ways she demonstrates herself as a
helper and a teacher to Augie, who has responded to her call
to adventure, trying to make sure that the dragon-killing ventue
of the hero, like those mythic precedents, does not fail.

But more striking maybe is the fact that, instead of show-
ing his heroism, Augie often acts in the manner of a mere
acolyte in front of Thea, submitting to whatever he is asked to
do. ‘“Anything she chanced to do was welcomed to me’ (p.
365), says Augie. Thea, a female “full of brilliant energy” (p.
401), therefore, on such occasions, reveals herself more as a
temptress than as a goddess. Always with an eagle around her,
she resembles one of those Sirens who attempt to distract
Odysseus with their sensual allurement. The Sirens are the
birdlike seductresses, often shown with birds’ legs and wings
on those early vases.* In a Hellenistic relief, a Siren is por-
trayed as incubus bearing wings and a bird’s claws.*” The point
that Thea is a Siren-like temptress may easily be understood if

45 See The Hero with a Thousand Faces, pp. 69-77.

46 See plate 47 in Who's Who in the Ancient World (Harmondsworth, Middlesex:
Penguin Books Ltd., 1975).

47 See plate 63 in Erich Neumann, The Great Mother: An Analysis of the Archetype,
trans, Ralph Manheim, Bollingen Series XLVII (Princeton, N. J.: Princeton
University Press, 1974).
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we take a closer look at her rapport with the eagle:

. sometime$ she looked more barbarous . . . in spite of t}le civilized
lipstick and conventional shape of the jodhpurs she wore. Her arm was
held out to the eagle when he descended, braked with his wings and feet
together, the stirred air showing on his breast. (p. 396)

Apparently Thea has a total mastery over the eagle. In fact,
being one of those paraphernalia of Thea, the eagle appears
almost physically part of her.

Thus Augie submits wholeheartedly to the scheme of
Thea, ready to follow the temptress on the iguanas-hunting
trip. Named after the mad emperor of Albert Camus, Caligula,
the eagle bears resemblance to a mythic fowl. His mythic trait
is to be seen in Augie’s magnification of him as “close kin to
the one that lit on Prometheus once a day” (p. 386). Besides,
he glides “like a Satan” (p. 395). However, the mythic ances-
try later turns out to be an ironic joke rather than something
to be proud of when he is ingloriously struck in the neck in his
first attempt to hunt the lizards. Obviously he fails to perform
his traditional role as a sun-bird, a symbol of cosmos and
philosophical gold; *® he is no more than a chicken, as Thea
bitterly calls him,

The iguanas-hunting scene is the nucleus of Augie’s initia-
tory adventure. When Thea and Augie first bring the eagle out
to have him trained in the open air, they seem to have invaded
a precinct of religion and mythology:

.. . it-was here the old priests, before the Spaniards, waited for Aldebaran
to come into the middle of heaven to tell them whether or not life would
go on for another cycle, and when they received their astronomical sign
built their new fire inside the split and emptied chest of a human sacrifice.
And also, hereabouts, worshippers disguised as gods and as gods in the
disguise of birds, jumped from platforms fixed on long poles, and glided
as they spun by the ropes—feathered serpents, and eagles too, the
voladores, or fliers.(p. 395)

The religious and legendary references are not without func-

tion; they have effectively built up a ritualistic atmosphere

congenial with the rites of initiation to be performed soon.
The “‘sacred ground” where Augie is to be initiated is a

48 See Jung, Symbols of Transformation, p. 409; Campbell, The Hero with a
Thousand Faces, p. 234,
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“tropical place”:
There the heat was thick; it collected stagnant in the rocks, which were

oft and eaten bv rain acids into grottos and Cambodian shapes. . . .The
odour here was snaky, and we seemed in the age of snakes among the
poisons of green and the livid gardenias. (p. 412)

The images Bellow uses here immediately tinge the setting
with primitivism. It seems as if Augie, led by Thea, had sud-
denly entered the prehistoric age and ventured into the never-
never land of paleolithic crudeness. The lizards, “really huge,
with great frills or sails” (p. 412), also remind us of those
prehistoric creatures who roam the vast, unexplored land.
Surrounded by Thea’s ritual crying, yelling, shouting and
shrilling, Augie’s experience in the Valley of Mexico is par-
ticularly unique in that he seems to be reliving the mythic
moments of history and witnessing there a life-and-death
struggle between two fearful prehistoric giant animals.

Unfortunately their first attempt proves to be a failure as
the eagle hurts himself. A few days later, Thea reluctantly
agrees to let Caligula have another try. They come to ‘“the
same place” (p. 420). But this time it is Augie who fails.
Riding Bizcocho downslope, Augie falls over the head' of the
horse, and then “one of Bizcocho’s hoofs caught me square in
the head, and I was out” (p. 421). He faints. “You’velosta
tooth” (p. 422), Thea tells him when he becomes conscious
again.

As commonly accepted, symbolic death is an extremely
important motif in the course of initiation. Therefore, Augie’s
injury in the ritual hunt should not be seen as a mere accident.
It is, in effect, a literal as well as a symbolic wound. On the
literal level, the accident is a hint of Augie’s incapability to
perform his duty which Thea assigns to him. He is, therefore,
in no way to satisfy her. This in turn adumbrates their final
separation which is to take place soon after the hunting ends.

But of great importance is the ritual symbolism of the
injury. As it has been pointed out by Eliade in his classical
study of initiation, one of the phases of the rites is the enact-
ment of certain operations upon the novice, “‘usually circum-
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cism, the extraction of a tooth, or subincision, but sometimes
scarring or pulling out the hair.”*® The operations can be
countless, including the dietary prohibitions and taboos against-
speech and sleep.5® All these operations constitute the initi-
atory ordeals the novice is bound to undergo. Therefore, that
Augie haslost a tooth evidently indicates that he has undergone
the most dramatic moment of his initiatory festival. Such
physical mutilation, notes Eliade, also corresponds symbolically
to “‘the situation of the man who is ‘eaten’ by the demonic
wild animal, is cut to pieces between the jaws of that initiatory
monster and is digested in his belly.”>! Hence it is an initiatory
death. But Augie’s symbolic death is also presented in the
form of the loss of consciousness—Augie faints when he is
unhorsed. Thus he regresses to the realm of unconsciousness,
re-entering the cosmic Night of the telluric womb, “forgetting
the past.”5? “It takes some of us a long time to find out what
the price is of being in nature, and what the facts are about
your tenure” (p. 421), Augie realizes after the accident.

Thea then interests herself in collecting snakes and makes
the porch “a snake gallery” (p. 419). Obviously Augie feels
resentful towards her new endeavor:

Why these snakes? Why did she have to hunt snakes? She came back

with heaving sackfuls, which made my intestines go wrong with reaction;

and then she gave them such loving treatment that I could see nothing in

it but eccentricity. (p. 429)

A still more credible explanation of his disapproval, in this
context, perhaps lies in the fact that he perceives in those
snakes a Satanic symbolism which might threaten his vision of
an Edenic world. This may also explain why Thea, an Eve-like
seductress who shows an eerie affection towards the snakes, is
not the right female to share his private Paradise. “Meanwhile
Thea and I were not satisfied with each other” (p. 429), Augie

49 Rites and Symbols of Initiation, p. 4. For the psychological interpretations of
these initiatory ordeals, 1 suggest the excellent book by Bruno Bettelheim,
Symbolic Wounds: Puberty Rites and the Envious Male (1954; rpt. New York,
N. Y.: Collier Books, 1962). .

50 Eliade, Rites and Symbols of Initiation, p. 15.

51 Eliade, Myths, Dreams and Mysteries, p. 202.

52 Eliade, Rites and Symbols of Initiation, p. 15.
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remarks. It is, therefore, only natural that one night when
Augie accompanies Stella Chesney, a woman he had recently
met, out of the town, Thea decides to part with him.

The snake, apart from its diabolical quality, is also a
symbol of transcendence.>® It is, for instance, the therapeutic
symbol of Aesculapius, the Roman god of medicine; and the
symbol has survived unto the modern age as a sign of the
medical profession. Besides, it has long been associated with
the male organ because of its phallus-like shape, its “nakedness”
and its closeness to the Mother Earth.>* Thus the fertility
symbolism is immediate. This may explain why the snake
often serves as the companion of the mythic feminine. Thea’s
indulgence in collecting snakes, therefore, can be regarded as
an archetypal phenomenon observable in the mythologies of
pre-Homeric Greek, Egypt, Phoenicia and Babylon, even in the
Biblical myth of Eden. But in this context a more relevant
symbolism of the snake may be expressed in Campbell’s
words. He says, “The wonderful ability of the serpent to
slough its skin and so renew its youth has earned for it through- -
out the world the character of the master of the mystery of
rebirth.”% It is this mystery of rebirth that strongly appeals to
Augie, and that is why he enjoys looking at “the cast skin
from which they [the snakes] were regenerated in green or
dots of red pomegranate seeds or varnished gold crust” (p.
429). In other words, it is the regenerative nature of the snake
that is most congenial to him, and this may significantly be
seen as a promise of his potential rebirth.

Augie journeys back to Chicago after a failure to reconstruct
his romance with Thea. He returns almost a “weary, way-
worn wanderer,” visiting his institutionalized brother and

53 Joséph L. Henderson, “Ancient Myths and Modern Man,” in Man and His
Symbols, ed. Carl G. Jung (1964; rpt. New York, N. Y.: Dell Publishing Co.,
Inc.,1978), p. 153.

54 Neumann, The Originsand History of Consciousness, p. 48; also Sigmund Freud,
The Interpretation of Dreams (1953; rpt. Harmondsworth, Middlesex: Penguin
Books Ltd., 1973),p. 474.

55 Joseph Campbell, The Masks of God: Occidental Mythology (London: Souvenir
Press, 1974), p. 9.



108 x B ¥ %

mother, renewing his long-broken union with Simon, who
once refused to see him after his separation with Lucy Magnus,
and calling on Mimi, Einhorn, Padilla and other old friends.
Still after the ‘“good enough fate,” he then begins to take
courses in the university to prepare for teaching. But soon the
War breaks out, and he is set on fire. In his typical device of
inference, he portrays before himself and for his friends an
apocalyptic vision of a nightmarish and pessimistic world suf-
fering under the mad scheme of the enemy:

A few centuries after, and on this same carth’s surface, under the same
sun and moon, where there once had been men like the gods there would
be nothing but bug-humanity that would make itself as weird as the
threatening universe outside and would imitate it by creating human
mechanical regularity as invisible as physical laws, Obedience would be
God, and freedom the Devil. There wouldn’t any new Moses arise to lead
an exodus, because amidst the new pyramids there wouldn’t any new
Moses be bred. (p. 528)

It is impossible to sustain his idyllic dream in a world like this.
And he also sees in it no possibilities for his “good enough
fate.” Unhesitatingly, he therefore decides to join the army.
However, an operation for a hernia makes that impossible, and
he can only be admitted to the merchant marine.

Bellow may prolong The Adventures of Augie March if he
likes, because as the novel approaches its end, Augie does not
seem to have settled down. He is, as destined, still on the road
moving forward. The War is over, and Augie, already married
to Stella, who re-enters his life during the War, is in Paris, “‘the
City of Man” (p. 600). Augie’s calling Paris “the City of
Man” is interesting. It is in “the City of Man” that he meta-
phorically returns to his fellow mankind. Here again we see
the projection of his paradisiac vision of a foster home where
orphans will live blessedly with him and his brother and moth-
er. The inclusion of others in his self-conceived world unmis-
takably hints at his love for his fellow man. ‘

Enroute to Bruges Augie gives his maid Jacqueline a lift to
Normandy, where her folks live. Only a few miles from the
farm of Jacqueline’s uncle, the Citroen’s engine stalls. The
weather is freezingly cold. And as they hike across the winter

k]
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field, they sing loudly, because, according to Jacqueline’s
folkloric superstition, this might keep them warm. Jacqueline
knows nature through folklore. There is much harmony be-
tween her and nature. Thus, by succumbing to the folkloric
belief Augie strengthens himself. In other words, only through
his understanding and acceptance of the folkloric superstition
will he survive the freezing cold and be born again.

Seasoned and more mature now, Augie closes his reminis-
cences almost with an apostrophe to the reader:

Look at me, going everywhere! Why, I am a sort of Columbus of those
near-at-hand and believe you can corie to them in this immediate terra
incognita that spreads out in every gaze. I may well be a flop at this line
of endeavour. Columbus too thought he was a flop, probably, when they
sent him back in chains. Which didn’t prove there was no America. (p.
617)

Evidently Augie is still on the road, doing exactly what he has
been doing as recorded throughout his memoir. It is ‘a long
voyage to reach his fellow man.”5® He might be “a flop” and
end “in chains” like Columbus, but that does not mean that
there is no “‘good enough fate’” and no idyllic world, just as
chaining Columbus ‘“didn’t prove there was no America.” As
long as he keeps on questing and envisioning his dream, he will
not fail.

56 Qpdahl, The Novels of Saul Bellow, p. 95.
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