THE SIREN who cracks open Harold
Bloom's red door in New Haven does not
look like his wife of three decades. Jeanne
Bloom is silver-haired, slightly overweight,
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a chain-smoking child psychologist with a T} p%;‘”{j; Offt?ed.f is yet another
intellectual challenge for Harold Bloom, America’s most brilliant and

cabbie’s hard voice. This woman is straw-
berry-blonde, low-far, neatly dressed in a
brown skirt and blouse and an ice-warer
smile. She tells me she “just dropped by,”
but I doubr it. For all his epic arrogance,
Bloom is fundamentally afraid of people.

The woman—she says her name is Jen-
ny—is his rubber raft. She sits five feet
from him throughout our conversation.
Utterly silent. Smiling whenever he raises
his voice.

“Obviously  am not a feminist! . . . Criti-

cism in this country is nothing but a mindless
. . Literary matters
. Universities seem de-

School of Resentment. .
are not democratic! . .
termined to commit suicide!”’

None of this can be easy for Bloom. Two
weeks before, he came as close to death as
anyone who can still discuss it could. A
stomach ulcer ruptured, spilling half his
blood. Then he suffered a mild hearr at-
tack, which wasn’t even noticed until the
confusion passed. “It has been a very pro-
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found experience,” he tells one of the many friends—
including America’s new poet laureate, Mark Strand—
who call to voice their grief. “We all need each other,”
he says to another, eyeing Jenny sadly.

Bloom has a massive organ. It sits in the cradle of his
skull, incubating every word that counts. Every word of
Paradise Lost (“None ever wished it longer,” said Samuel
Johnson). Every word of The Faerie (JQueene. Forty years
ago, when he was drunk and in college at Cornell, he
would recite Hart Crane’s The Bridge backward,
like some satanic tape recorder: “Return lark’s the
of precincts agile the . . . ”

His fingers are absurd, too. He claims to read
1,000 pages an hour, which is seventeen pages a
minute, or one every three and a half seconds.
Try it. Blister-fingered, he remembers every line
of poetry he'’s ever read. Or so he says: “It's no
parlor erick.”

The sheer horsepower of Bloom's brain is
matched by its speed: He has written or edited
nearly 500 books since 1959, ranging from the
1973 classic on poetic inspiration that made him
famous, The Anxiety of Influence, ro an inadver-
tently funny 1979 fantasy novel, The Flight to Lu-
cifer, which Bloom now disowns, to his latest
work, The Book of ], published last month, in
which Bloom argues that the Bible’s most impor-
tant author was a woman. As Yale University’s
one-man department of humanities (in 1988 he
also became the Berg Professor of English at New
York Universiry), he is by far that famous school’s
most famous writer and teacher, perhaps Ameri-
ca’s most influential living literary criric.

He claims to have known every major Ameri-
can writer since Wallace Stevens—current inti-
mates include Philip Roth, good friend Harold

“At Yale be's like Brodkey and (he hints) Thomas Pynchon—and has

a god,’” saysa

former student.

“It's like baving
Zeus come down
and say, ‘[ pick
you, L will make
you a

demigoddess!’ "’

feuded openly with the likes of John Updike and Rea-
gan’s education secretary, William Bennett.

Former students, from noted feminist critics Susan
Gubar and Sandra Gilbert to novelist David Leavirt,
form a two-generation phalanx of literary foot soldiers.
In the academic cloister, Bloom’s influence has bol-
stered many reputations (Stevens, John Ashbery) while
savaging others (Sylvia Plath, T.S. Eliot).

His own reputation took a hit in 1988, when his
brainchild, the projected 1,000- (continued on page 154)
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