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This paper attempts to analyze how Tommy Wilhelm, the protagonist of  Saul 

Bellow‟s masterpiece „Seize the Day‟ (1956), was able to struggle out of his 

maddening distress and suffering due to the unfriendly forces working against him. 

This paper tries to show how Tommy, ultimately realizes that, despite being 

surrounded by too many money – oriented people in a money – adoring society, 

having done so many mistake in life, he learns how to live in such conditions. He 

started to see things more transparently than ever before, realizing how he would 

move on from here. By leaving his former self he realizes his actual self. The paper 

brings to the conclusion the fact that distress and suffering, alienation, endangered 

relations, lead to self-actualization. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Saul Bellow was a great writer, who won various awards 

for his works including the Nobel Prize in 1976, Pulitzer Prize 

in 1975 and the International Literary Prize. Seize the Day, his 

literary work, published in 1956, got nominated for the 1957 

National Book Awardfor Fiction. The book spans one day, 

following a jaded man as he tries to explore his purpose in life. 

The novel is praised by the critics for its depiction of 

humanity. The novel, Seize the Day, was written in the post 

war world. During this time several factors were responsible 

for the feeling of isolation that a common man experienced. 

The novel, written, when Saul Bellow attained full artistic 

maturity, has a lot to say about that peculiar feeling of 

isolation that comes from being alone in the crowd.  

The novel‟s pitiful protagonist, Tommy Wilhelm, hasn‟t 

lived in New York for years, since he was a kid and life is 

crumbling around him. His wife refuses to give him a divorce 

even though he has been separated for years. He can‟t marry 

his mistress (because of his vengeful wife) and he has lost his 

job. His elderly father has money to spare but he won‟t share 

because he despises his son‟s failures and never-ending stream 

of mistakes. And Tommy just gave the last of his savings 

away to a con man posing as a friend.  

There is no doubt that Tommy‟s life is a sadstats of 

affairs, and he is desperate for human connection. His money 

troubles are bad, but the thing that he craves even more than a 

loan is a bit of compassion and sympathy. In a city with nearly 

eight million people living in it, someone might be willing to 

pity Wilhelm‟s troubles and woes but unfortunately for him, 

he is on his own, People surround him everywhere, but no one 

has time and concern for his problems. Beyond Wilhelm‟s 

financial and family troubles, Seize the Day, shows us how 

strange and sad it can be to feel totally isolated in a sea of 

human beings around him. The novel is profoundly a true 

reflection of human existence as it is lived through a single 

day in a man‟s life, when he realizes that he should make the 

most of it. Before getting seized by the Day, he tries to seize it 

himself.  

 

 

PAPER 

Seize the Day is a concrete, profound and the shortest of 

Saul Bellow‟s novels. It is the story of one crises day in 

Tommy Wilhelm‟s life, the story of his failures to adjust 

himself to the hard world of money, selfishness and 

exploitation around him. He feels out of place in a world 

which has a non-human or animal – like framework, where 

feelings and emotions have no significance. The novella has 

been called the,  

“painfully exact American tragedy of our affluent 

day.” 
1
 

 

Seize the Day, is an introverted novel. It is a cry of an 

exasperated urban man. Tommy Wilhelm, a failed film actor, 

failed salesman, separated from his wife and children, jobless 

in his forties, lives in a hotel near Columbia University, with 

the aged and the retired. He is mentally paralyzed by his 

remembrance of things past and by his anxieties for the future. 

As a result he is helpless in the here –and – now. Surrounded 

by old people, he is constantly aware that his own existence is 

slipping away from him and he seeks desperately to grasp 

some stable object in the world.  

Wilhelm‟s life is a history of failures. He had left school 

before his sophomore year to go to Hollywood to become an 

actor, against the evidence of an unsuccessful screen test, 

against the wishes of his parents, and against the advice of a 

talent scout. After seven wasted years there, instead of 

studying he became a salesman of playground equipment. He 

had a good income there and the corporation had promised 

him a promotion to an executive position. But Wilhelm had to 

quit that post in indignation when the president of the 

corporation filled the executive post with a young relative. 

Then he started living in New York‟s Hotel Gloriana, whose 

guests  

“had nothing to do but wait out the day.” 
2
 

 

Wilhelm was faced, nevertheless, with demands by his 

wife, whom he had deserted. His wife did not even grant him 

the freedom of a divorce, preferring to bleed him persistently 

for the support of their two children. He tries to borrow from 
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his father but in vain. His bitterness is enhanced by the fact 

that he has always failed to persuade his father to help him.  

Dr. Adler, Tommy‟s father, a selfish and vain old man of 

eighty, leads a dull and circumspect life in the Hotel Gloriana. 

While he boasts to his friends Wilhelm‟s success as a 

salesman, he refuses to become involved in his failures.  

There are the feelings of attachment as well as resentment 

that Wilhelm has towards his father Wilhelm‟s defiance of Dr. 

Adler is expressed symbolically by him in his change of his 

name. When he was quite young he decided to become 

Tommy and to cast off the name – Wilky – his father, Dr. 

Adler called him by. The change of name assumed for 

Wilhelm and existential significance. But his father stills calls 

him “Wilky” and stings him everytime he tells friends: 

“My son and I use different monickers. I uphold 

tradition. He‟s for the new.” 
3
 

For Wilhelm the price of being “for the new” is bitter 

humiliation and suffering. The change of name also 

symbolizes his adolescent longing to become what he was not 

and was never to be, it was his earliest assertion of freedom. 

“Adler, being in his mind the title of the species, 

Tommy, the freedom of the person. But Wilky was 

his inescapable self.” 
4
 

Tommy stood for the impossible success that Hollywood 

seemed to promise Wilhelm, an illusion that he willed 

consciously. He had always longed to be Tommy, though he 

never succeeded in feeling like Tommy and had always 

remained Wilky. 

Even When Wilhelm realizes that his change of name has 

been an error as it triggered a chain of ruinous events, his pride 

prevents him from accepting full responsibility for his actions. 

He feels:  

Yes, it had been a stupid thing to do, but it was his 

imperfect judgment at the age of twenty which 

should be blamed. 
5
 

It indicates Wilhelm‟s vanity, his evasion of reality and 

his immature way of dealing with life‟s problems. 

ChirantanKulshrestha remarks: 

“….it is possible to regard Wilhelm‟s immaturity 

as a function of his latent inability to confront the 

problems of adulthood and his compulsive 

regression to the reflexes of a sulking child. Deep 

within his has been Wilky, the abused child, or 

Velvel, his grandfather‟s dear, dominated forever 

by Tommy, his pretender soul, and Dr. Alder, his 

father who always seemed aloof, correct and 

prim.”
6
 

 In his behavior, Wilhelm is nervous and always brooding. 

He constantly needs stimulants and sedatives to keep himself 

in order. Even, Dr. Alder is puzzled by his nervous behavior. 

This type of behavior of Wilhelm derives from his basic 

feeling of insecurity, his hunger for love and feeling and his 

need to reach over to some centre of belief and trust. He has an 

innate desire to receive help and advice from his father, 

despite Dr. Adler„s half - blind way of attending to his son‟s 

problems. Instead of helping his son he always talked like that:  

„You make too much of your problems‟ His father 

tells him, „They ought not to be turned into a 

career. Concentrate on real troubles – fatal 

sickness, accidents.
7
 

Dr. Adler is clinically right but morally wrong. He gently 

but firmly rejects all Wilhelm‟s self – abasing requests for 

help. When Wilhelm does not get any financial help, he 

grumbles against his father‟s selfishness, but money is not all 

he wants. It is his craving for sympathy that tries to get 

satisfaction: 

„It isn‟t money,‟ he tells himself, „but only the 

assistance, not even assistance, but just the 

feeling.‟
8 

He again says: 

„It isn‟t all question of money, there are other 

things a father can give to a son.‟
9 

At the height of his misfortune, he places all his faith in a 

swindler named Dr. Tamkin, who lures him with a promise not 

only of riches but of meaning within the terrifying flux of 

Tommy‟s world. He is an easy victim of the world of 

selfishness and cruel exploitation. There is contrast between 

the tender and emotional world of Wilhelm and the hard, 

deceptive and aggressive world of Tamkin. He feels out of 

place in the money – grabbing world of Mr. Perls and Mr. 

Rappaport. It is not that his is indifferent to money, he needs it 

desperately for himself, for his children, and for his wife who 

is driving him crazy. He expects love and understanding and 

sympathy from others. He does not want to destroy himself, he 

want to live, but finds it impossible to do that. He has a child – 

like heart which knows no crookedness. 

Overcome by his black past and hopeless future, Tommy 

follows Tamkin into uptown the commodities market to „seize 

the day‟. Here Bellow carries Wilhelm‟s disintegration to its 

darkest extreme.  

Even after facing quite a number of failures in his life, but 

still dreaming of financial success in a big way, Wilhelm is 

taken in by the mysterious and phony psychologist, Dr. 

Tamkin, with his fantastic stories and his schemes for quick 

killing in grain market. He loses whatever little money he has 

left in the commodities market. He has realized: 

May be the making of mistakes expressed the very 

purpose of his life and the essence of his being 

here. May be he was supposed to make them and 

suffer from them on this earth.
10

 

Tamkin, the pseudo philosopher, psychiatrist, poet and 

stockexpert – all rolled into one – is a brilliant creation of Saul 

Bellow. He has a polymorphous versatility Pigeon-toes, gull‟s 

nose, beaver‟s eyes, abnormally twisted bones and claw-like 

nails – this is  Dr. Tamkin in whom Wilhelm has put his trust 

and lost his seven hundred dollars too. Wilhelm is his prey, 

and he keeps him in his grip as if by his claws.  

Wilhelm turns to Tamkin in his search for the satisfaction 

he finds wanting in his relationship with his father. 

ChirantanKulshrestha has called Tamkin, Wilhelm‟s surrogate 

– father. Tamkin‟s incredible stories self – glorification, 

represent a fulfillment of Wilhelm‟s own unrealized fantasies 

though Wilhelm is not always fooled by Tamkin‟s stories, but 

he need him and his need to believe is so great that even the 

strongest suspicions will not make him oppose the man in any 

way. Tamkin‟s philosophy fits remarkably well with what 

Wilhelm has learned empirically and intuitively, over the 

years. Although Tamkin swindles Wilhelm, he enriches him 

too. He tells Wilhelm: 

„I am at my most efficient when I don‟t need the 

fee. When I only love. Without a financial reward. 

I remove myself from the social influence. 

Especially money. The spiritual compensation is 

what I look for. Bringing people into the here – 

and – now. The real universe. That‟s the present 

moment. The past is no good to us. The future is 
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full of anxiety. Only the present is real -   th here – 

and – now. Seize the Day.
11

 

Tamkin‟s message to seize the day, rather than submit to 

it is the truth that which Wilhelm needs the past is no good to 

Wilhelm because it is obsolete, a chronicle of failures. The 

future is unreal, a nightmare of apprehensions. He must live in 

the “here – and- now”, rather than in regret or anxiety. Saul 

Bellow has made Tamkin the mouthpiece of the right clues for 

Wilhelm, which relate to his anxiety to find himself. 

Wilhelm‟s whole life has been a series of unsuccessful 

choices, made almost invariably in the face of reason: 

After much thought and hesitation and debate he 

invariably took the course  he had rejected 

innumerable times. Ten such decisions made up 

the history of his life. He had decided that it would 

be a bad mistake to go to Hollywood, and then he 

went. He had made up his mind not to marry his 

wife, but ran off and got married. He had resolved 

not to invest money with Tamkin, and then he had 

given him a check.
12

 

Now with his money disappearing and the demands of his 

wife and his creditors growing more insistent he is faced with 

the impending surrender of his identity and its destiny. There 

seems to be no way out. At forty –four he is an obvious 

failure. The trap of circumstances has its parallel in internal 

conflicts. Psychologically. Wilhelm is trapped between past 

and future and the premonition of disaster. Wilhelm tries to 

evade both past and the future. He has to conceal his failures 

from the world of the Hotel Gloriana and also avoids leaving 

that world, which despite its falsity seems to him still more 

certain then the future.  

Tommy Welhelm is condemned to talk to himself in a city 

where every other man spoke a language entirely his own and 

there is no one else to talk to among the millions of dwellers of 

a city like New York. There is sense of despair and isolation of 

modern city-dweller. He is completely crushed by the 

oppressive forces around him and he is painfully aware of his 

isolation. He feels that the day is getting away from him. But 

he has basic integrity which is always at odds with the 

dishonesty around him. Several times he has to suffer due to 

his sensitive nature. Actually in this materialistic world a 

person who tries to cling to the reality of what it means to be 

human, is a misfit. Wilhelm is a pathetic victim of forces 

beyond his control. These are the deep ultimate problems 

faced by every modern man in the contemporary society and 

the other problems like those social success and failure are 

only the surface reflections of the deeper problems. Wilhelm is 

continually oppressed by his problems and discerns no pattern 

or value in life. Like AsaLaventhal (The Victim), he regards 

himself as an inhabitant of an inhuman body, where 

meaningful communication and relationships are rendered 

impossible by selfishness, suspicion and cynicism. He takes 

sedatives to give himself a boost against his misery and 

desperately prays to God for mercy. But he is denied the 

religious grace of mercy by his father or wife or Dr. Tamkin. 

He feels lonely and isolated in a world in which he has a 

father, a wife and children. NirmalMukerjee remarks: 

“The Bellow protagonists experience a strange 

feeling of up rootedness, anguish, insecurity and 

lack of communication are symptomatic of our 

„diseased‟ condition.”
13 

In Tommy Wilhelm‟s agonized cry we hear the echo of 

our own voices: 

The fathers were no fathers, the sons no sons. You 

had to talk with yourself in the day time and 

reason yourself at night!
14

 

Here is a portrait of a fragmented individual of today – 

fearfully alone and afraid. The supporting structure of religion 

and an abiding sense of family fare no more available to 

sustain him. Man feels alienated in his own surroundings, from 

his own kith and kin. There is no feeling of belongingness. 

Wilhelm has an intense desire to discover and lead an 

authentic life. When he confronts the fact of death, it makes 

him grapple with the problem of meaning in life. Bellow‟s aim 

in his novel is to hit at the marginal possibilities of recovery 

that persist in Wilhelm inspite of the chronic sense of failure 

and oppression. The cathartic final scene of the novella, which 

describes Wilhelm mourning the death of a stranger, exposes 

Wilhelm to the  sight of the crowd to bring him the awareness 

that he is not exceptional in suffering and shares with mankind 

its hopes and sorrows.   

All Bellow heroes suffer intensely. In fact suffering 

becomes very much a measure of their being alive. It becomes 

a part of their lives. They suffer in order to be wholly human. 

For them suffering is spiritually therapeutic. Tamkin warns 

Wilhelm: 

„Don‟t marry suffering, some people do. They get 

married to it, and sleep and eat together just as 

husband and wife. If they go with joy, it is 

adultery.
15  

Wilhelm admits that there is a great deal of truth in 

Tamkin‟s words, yet, he thinks, that they are sure only of a life 

that is full of suffering. Without suffering there is nothing left 

in their lives. The Bellow heroes suffer because they feel and 

they suffer because their feelings are hurt. But they are also 

redeemed through suffering. It adds another dimension to their 

character.  

 

CONCLUSION 

The life in NewYork, makes Tommy Wilhelm aware of a 

breakdown of communication among people increasing 

isolation, loss of warmth in filial relationships. Wilhelm 

realises that an individual‟s reliance on the idea of his 

uniqueness isresponsible for his inability to relate himself to 

others. He instinctively rejects the glorification of privacy and 

exclusiveness and has an insight beyond individual differences 

and affirms his bond with all men. He feels that being an 

outcast is one of the small matters because there is a larger 

body from which you cannot be separated. An „onrush of 

loving kindness‟ seizes him when he is struck by the thought 

that he belongs to an entity greater than himself. Man is finite, 

but he is also capable of transcendence.  

Wilhelm confronts the depths of his suffering by 

identifying with a stranger into whose funeral he stumbles by 

accident. Soon he reaches a deeper state of body and mind 

which is past words and past reason, beyond the ties that had 

kept his true soul in shackles, before. His confrontation with 

death springs open the source of all tears within him: 

The great knot of ill and grief in his throat swelled 

upward and he gave in utterly and held his face 

and wept. 
16

 

Wilhelm, when finally made to confront death as an 

ultimate reality chooses to live. At the last extremity of his 

need, he seizes the day. His identification of himself with the 

dead man asserts that the day has not seized him, but he has 

seized the day.  
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