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     Bernard Malamud was born in Brooklyn, New York on April 26, 1914.  He is considered one of the most prominent writers of Jewish-American literature, a movement that began in the 1930’s.  His parents, Bertha, nee Fidelman,  and Max Malamud, were Russian immigrants from Ukraine and were not educated but were described by Malamud as “gentle, honest, kindly people.”  Max had fled Ukraine to avoid the tsar’s army and came to the United States where he married Bertha in 1910.  It is probable that they knew each other in Ukraine and then met again in New York.  Bertha’s first child was stillborn and then Bernard was born in 1914 and his brother, Eugene, in 1917.   He was named after his maternal grandfather, Baruch Fidelman, who was a schochet or ritual slaughterer.  Baruch’s job was to offer prayers, kill the animal, make sure it was healthy and then pass it on to the butcher.  Baruch’s father was a rabbi.  One of Bertha’s cousins was a famous actor in Yiddish theater.  Malamud thought that his mother’s family was more refined that that of his father.  Bernard recalls that “ There were no books that I remember in the house, no records, music, pictures on the wall.”  His parents were non-practicing Jews who worked very hard.  At 9, Bernard had pneumonia and almost died.  His father bought him the 20 volume Book of Knowledge for him to read during his recovery, a great expense for him at the time.  The family did not have a radio until Bernard was in high school.   His family moved to the Flatbush section of Brooklyn and in third grade, Malamud started attending P.S. 181 which was not the local school but a little farther away. This school was better than the local school and one that he credited as critical to the start of his education
 From 1928 to 1932, Bernard attended Erasmus Hall High School, a school  that was five miles away from home.  It took him two trolley rides to get there.  Erasmus was privately funded by the Dutch in the 18th century, given to Brooklyn in the 19th century and rebuilt in early 20th century in order to educate immigrants.  Bernard was popular both with students and teachers.  He loved going to the movies and credits Charlie Chaplin with being important in his education.  He loved to tell the stories of the movies to his friends.  To Malamud, growing up and becoming a writer were one thing.
     His father, Max, went into partnership with Ben Schmookler, in a neighborhood grocery store.  Schmookler stole the partnership money and the store failed.  He later opened a smaller store.   Max worked very hard in the store.  His parents had no social life. His father got up at six, worked seven days a week until 10 or 11 in the family store.  One day, when Bernard was a child, two boys came into the store and pulled a gun on Max.  They put both Max and his clerk in a closet and stole money.  The police caught the boys and later, the parents on one of the boys came to Max and begged him to drop the charges.  He did and a year later, the boy came to him, apologized, showed him his bank book with money saved and thanked him for giving him another chance.

     Bertha weighed over 200 pounds.  She began showing signs of mental illness after the birth of Eugene and when Eugene was 10, it progressed to schizophrenia. When Bernard was 13, he came home from school to find his mother had swallowed something like Drano and was foaming at the mouth.  He ran to the neighborhood pharmacy and returned with the pharmacist who gave her something that saved her.  She was then put in an asylum and never returned home.  Malamud remembered his last view of his mother waving at her through barred windows.  She died on Mother’s Day 1929.  The family was told she died of pneumonia, but they suspected suicide. After Bertha’s death, Max married Liza Merov, a greenhorn who spoke very little English.   Not good with children, she worked long hours in the store and helped pull Max out of economic ruin.  After high school Eugene stayed at home.  He was drafted in 1942, (while Bernard was excused from service because he was the sole support of his family) and served in the Pacific.  Eugene was diagnosed with combat fatigue and at Bernard’s urging started psychoanalysis.  He was in and out of hospitals for the rest of his life.
     Malamud attended City College of New York on a government loan.  He graduated in 1936 with B.A. wanting to teach but unable to find a job.  He attended Columbia in 1937 and ’38 and got his first teaching job at Lafayette High School in Brooklyn.  In 1939, he  moved to Washington D.C. where he got a job in the Census Bureau.  He would work in the morning and write in the afternoon.  While in Washington he published several nonfiction pieces in the Washington Post column, “The Post Impressionist.”  This was his first money earned by writing, at $5 for each piece.  He returned to New York in 1940 to teach evening high school at Erasmus.   Malamud got his Master’s degree from Columbia in 1942 where he wrote his thesis on Thomas Hardy.  He began writing short stories and his first were published in American Prefaces, Threshold, and Assembly.
   Malamud met his wife, Italian, Catholic, Ann de Chiara, in 1942.  She studied Romance languages at Cornell and graduated in 1939.  They married in 1945 when he was 31 and she was 28 over the objections of both fathers.  The parents would not have the married couple in their homes for several years after the marriage. Their son, Paul was born in 1947 and daughter, Janna in 1952.  His first book, The Light Sleeper, could not find a publisher and he eventually burned it.  Ann typed all of his papers and reviewed his writing.
     Ann suggested he look for college teaching jobs and typed over 200 applications for him.  In 1949, he was accepted at Oregon State University in Corvallis.  Oregon State was a modest agricultural school and there he taught English composition.  He considered the 12 years he spent in Oregon as years of exile.  He was not allowed to teach literature because he did not have a PhD.  He continued publishing short stories in Harper’s Bazaar, Partisan Review and Commentary.   Twelve days after Janna was born, he received a letter saying that The Natural was accepted for publication.    Bernard left for New York to visit Eugene in the hospital and to be there for its publication.  Ann and the children went to California to be with her mother.
      In 1956, he received a Partisan Review Fellowship in fiction.  He and the family moved to Rome where he wrote his second novel, The Assistant, which was published in 1957.  This won the Rosenthal Award of the National Institute of Arts and Letters.

      Malamud’s first collection of short stories, The Magic Barrel, was published in 1958  and was awarded the National Book Award in 1959.  He spent the summer of 1958 at Yaddo where he enjoyed the intellectual life that he missed in Oregon.  In the summer of 1961 he taught creative writing at Harvard then moved to Vermont to teach at Bennington College.  His third novel, A New Life, was published.   A New Life is one of his most realistic novels and is about an ex-alcoholic Jew who leaves New York to teach at an agricultural college in the Pacific Northwest and is based partly on Malamud’s experience in Oregon.   He found Bennington stimulating and taught there until he retired.  Within a few months of coming to Vermont, he fell in love with a Jewish student, Arlene.  The love lives of the professors and their wives at Bennington were very complicated.  Ann overlooked his infidelities and had some flings of her own.  He did not have a sexual relationship with Arlene until she graduated and stayed in touch with her by letters and meetings until he died.  She eventually married and became a psychoanalyst.
     In 1963, his second book of short stories, Idiots First, was published.  His fourth novel, The Fixer, was published in 1966 which won the National Book Award as well as a Pulitzer Prize for Literature.  This book was based on the historical account of Mendel Beiliss, a Russian Jew who was accused of ritually murdering a Christian child and sent to prison.  Malamud turns the story into a parable of human triumph.  In 1967 he became a member of the American Academy of Arts and Sciences.  In 1969, his fifth novel, Pictures of Fidelman: An Exhibition, was published followed by The Tenants, a story about two writers, one Jewish and one black,  published in 1971.  In 1973, his third short story collection was published, Rembrandt’s Hat.
         In the late 60’s or early 70’s, he was in a car accident while his daughter was driving him to his office.  She skidded on black ice, crashed into a tree, and totaled the car.  He broke two fingers and a rib and had an internal head injury that caused a hematoma that took weeks to drain.  She needed 70 stitches in her head. A car crash later appears in Dubin’s Lives which was published in 1979.  In 1982, God’s Grace was published, a departure from his other work in that it takes place in the future after a nuclear disaster.

     He suffered from angina and this worsened after the death of his brother in 1974 and his mother-in-law in 1982.  He underwent a triple heart by-pass in California and had a stroke six hours later.  He recovered but had some language loss.  He fought back and wrote The People, a book about a Jewish Indian, which was published posthumously.  He died in 1986 of a heart attack in New York at the age of 71.

     He was a very slow writer and stuck to a rigid schedule.  He would set the table for breakfast the night before and write in the morning from 9 to 1.  On a good day he would write part of a page.  The next day would begin with editing the page of the day before.  He wrote on unlined yellow paper in ink, leaving room for edits.  His wife would type the chapters and each book had two to three rewrites.  He always had a small notebook with him so he could write down words or ideas as they came to him.  In all,  he wrote eight novels and 65 short stories.  Of his short stories, Flannery O’Connor wrote “I have discovered a short-story writer who is better than any of them, including myself.”

     His daughter, Janna Malamud Smith wrote a memoir My Father is a Book published in 2006 and Philip Davis wrote Bernard Malamud; A Writer’s Life in 1974.
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