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A deeply considered and provocative new look at major American writers—including Saul Bellow, Norman
Mailer, and W.H. Auden—Edward Mendelson’s Moral Agents is also a work of critical biography in the
great tradition of Plutarch, Samuel Johnson, and Emerson. Any important writer, in Mendelson’s view,
writes in response to an idea of the good life that is inseparable from the life the writer lives. 

Fusing biography and criticism and based on extensive new research, Moral Agents presents challenging new
portraits of eight writers—novelists, critics, and poets—who transformed American literature in the turbulent
twentieth century. Eight sharply distinctive individuals—inspired, troubled, hugely ambitious—who
reimagined what it means to be a writer.

There’s Saul Bellow, a novelist determined to rule as a patriarch, who, having been neglected by his father,
in turn neglected his son in favor of young writers who presented themselves as his literary heirs. Norman
Mailer’s extraordinary ambition, suppressed insecurity, and renegade metaphysics muddled the novels
through which he hoped to change the world, yet these same qualities endowed him with an uncanny
sensitivity and deep sympathy to the pathologies of American life that make him an unequaled political
reporter. William Maxwell wrote sad tales of small-town life and surrounded himself with a coterie of
worshipful admirers. As a powerful editor at The New Yorker, he exercised an enormous and constraining
influence on American fiction that is still felt today.

Preeminent among the critics is Lionel Trilling, whose Liberal Imagination made him a celebrity sage of the
anxiously tranquilized 1950s, even as his calculated image of Olympian reserve masked a deeply conflicted
life and contributed to his ultimately despairing worldview. Dwight Macdonald, by contrast, was a haute-
WASP anarchist and aesthete driven by an exuberant moral commitment, in a time of cautious mediocrity, to
doing the right thing. Alfred Kazin, from a poor Jewish émigré background, remained an outsider at the
center of literary New York, driven both to escape from and do justice to the deepest meanings of his Jewish
heritage.

Perhaps most intriguing are the two poets, W.H. Auden and Frank O’Hara. Early in his career, Auden was
tempted to don the mantle of the poet as prophet, but after his move from England to America he lived and
wrote in a spirit of modesty and charity born out of a deeply idiosyncratic understanding of Christianity.
O’Hara, tireless partygoer and pioneering curator at MoMA, wrote much of his poetry for private occasions.
Its lasting power has proven to be something different from its avant-garde reputation: personal warmth,
individuality, rootedness in ancient traditions, and openness to the world.
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From reader reviews:

Leticia Simmons:

Within other case, little individuals like to read book Moral Agents: Eight Twentieth-Century American
Writers. You can choose the best book if you like reading a book. Given that we know about how is
important some sort of book Moral Agents: Eight Twentieth-Century American Writers. You can add
knowledge and of course you can around the world by just a book. Absolutely right, mainly because from
book you can know everything! From your country till foreign or abroad you may be known. About simple
thing until wonderful thing it is possible to know that. In this era, we can easily open a book or searching by
internet device. It is called e-book. You need to use it when you feel uninterested to go to the library. Let's
read.

Ross Turner:

Book will be written, printed, or highlighted for everything. You can understand everything you want by a e-
book. Book has a different type. As you may know that book is important thing to bring us around the world.
Next to that you can your reading talent was fluently. A reserve Moral Agents: Eight Twentieth-Century
American Writers will make you to end up being smarter. You can feel far more confidence if you can know
about everything. But some of you think which open or reading any book make you bored. It is far from
make you fun. Why they can be thought like that? Have you seeking best book or suitable book with you?

Terry Burrows:

As we know that book is essential thing to add our expertise for everything. By a publication we can know
everything we want. A book is a pair of written, printed, illustrated or perhaps blank sheet. Every year has
been exactly added. This publication Moral Agents: Eight Twentieth-Century American Writers was filled
about science. Spend your time to add your knowledge about your scientific disciplines competence. Some
people has several feel when they reading a book. If you know how big good thing about a book, you can
feel enjoy to read a reserve. In the modern era like today, many ways to get book you wanted.

Betty Callahan:

As a pupil exactly feel bored to be able to reading. If their teacher questioned them to go to the library or
even make summary for some publication, they are complained. Just small students that has reading's heart
or real their passion. They just do what the instructor want, like asked to go to the library. They go to
generally there but nothing reading really. Any students feel that reading through is not important, boring
along with can't see colorful photographs on there. Yeah, it is being complicated. Book is very important in
your case. As we know that on this era, many ways to get whatever we really wish for. Likewise word says,
ways to reach Chinese's country. So , this Moral Agents: Eight Twentieth-Century American Writers can
make you really feel more interested to read.
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