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NicholasBranch ... is aretired senior analyst of the Central Intelligence Agency, hired on
contract to write the secret history of the assassinationof President Kennedy. Six point nine
secondsof heat and light... Let's devote our livesto understanding this moment.. . We will
buildtheoriesthat gleamlike jadeidols... The documentsare stacked everywhere.. . Itisall
one thing, a mined city of trivia where real peoplefeel pain. This is the Joycean Book of
America, remember —thenovel in which nothingisleft out.

Graham Swift's narrator in Waterland obviously calls attention to a
widespread delusion when he affirms that we expect history to be "the
filler of vacuums, the dispeller of fearsin the dark.” Julian Barnes, mak-
ing much the same point, has one of his narrators echo:

History isn't what happened. History is just what historians tell us,... a pattern,... a
tapestry, ... connections.... We make up a story to cover the facts we don't know or can't
accept.... Our panicand our pain are only eased by soothing fabulation; we call it history.!

To be sure, these could hardly be called pioneering insights. The works
o Wittgenstein, Derrida and Foucault, to name but a few, have demol-
ished the foundations on which monumental historiography can be
erected. As a consequence, the status of historiography has been
reduced to that of a more or less arbitrary chronicle, and its claims to an

1 AHistory o the World in 10 1/2 Chapters (London: Picador, 1990), p. 242
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unmediated access to the real denounced as exorbitant. Contemporary
American writers such as Thomas Pynchon, Robert Coover, John Barth,
and, more recently, Don DeL.illo, have been quick to use the loss of faith
in narrative history as a background against which they foreground their
own concerns with the forms of fiction. This, however, does not mean
that History has lost al of its power of attraction. Indeed, the historical
material incorporated into some contemporary novels may well be more
aluring to many readers than the fictional apparatus that encompasses
the said material. Libra is a case in point: while admitting that he *drew
from the historical record,” DeLillo insists that "Libra is just a novel."”
Which is not likely to make the waters between the fictional world and
the real one less treacherousto the aforementioned readers.

As suggested by the Waterland quotation, "we" tend to rely on the
continuity of historical narrative and expect elucidation of all dark areas.
One o the issues addressed by Delillo in Libra is precisely: What do
we do when History does not provide an Explanation? What do we do
when History does not dispel our fears, but on the contrary produces
them?

Kennedy's assassination is a permanent grief for many Americans. A work of fiction ...
may be one way for peopleto soften the edges of their dissatisfactionwith the past. Maybe
there's asensein which fiction can rescue history from its confusions.2

By history, DelLillo means the facts as they were collected and
reported in the 26 volumes of the Warren Report—not to speak of the
FBI report which is almost as long.

Libra presents itself as a kaleidoscopic narrative, with discontinuities
that place the reader in front of a fragmentary and disjointed world,
giving him the impression that the text is chaotic. At least at the begin-
ning. Gradually the reader becomes aware of the rigorous composition,
of echoes, similarities and symmetries, structures of order emerging from
chaos. Such structures being inherent in fiction, fiction writing can also
be defined as a set of strategies meant to turn chaos and randomness
into order. To transform data into a narrative is to impose some kind of
order: truly chaotic fiction then, is a contradiction in terms. But Libra is
also a metafictional novel programmed to erase the very world it con-
structs. For, if fiction is to contest power, as DeLillo says it should, it

2 Don DelLillo, in aradio interview (1989)
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must, in the present case, have the marks of its artificiality inscribed
within its own textual borders. Which is a way of reminding us that
interpretation of meaning cannot dispense with a reflection on the
meaning of interpretation. Like all important novels, Librais aso ales-
son in reading.

The novel is composed of two series of alternating chapters that
actually constitute two narratives:

— The chapters with names ,of places as titles deal with the last ten
years of Lee Harvey Oswald.

— The chapters with dates as titles, covering 7 months, from April
1963 to November 1963, narrate the story of the conspiracy against
Kennedy.

The chapters constituting both narratives alternate, but as the span
covered is totally different, the chronology is constantly disrupted. The
apparent complexity of the text is increased by the fact that the two nar-
ratives are not homogeneous: the chapters are divided into sections that
correspond to sub-narratives.

In the " places chapters,” some sections deal with Oswald's life, while
others are dedicated to Oswald's mother's monologue. In the same way,
the " dates chapters” are divided into sections that deal with the conspir-
acy and sections dedicated to Nicholas Branch, the "historian.”" These
narratives within the narrative are one of the formal keys to the book.

The first impression is one, | said, of fragmentation, dispersal and dis-
connectedness, but gradually the two narratives converge as Oswald
joins the conspiracy, to finally fuse together in Dallas on 22 November,
so that the chaos is gradually organised into order, complexity reduced
to simplicity. Such a movement from chaos to order (or vice versa) is
obviously germane to the metaphor of the forking paths in the famous
story by Borges. Two aternatives being offered at each forking, the
proliferation of bifurcations constitutes a labyrinth. No one will find
amazing that a character, aptly named Branch, refers to the Dallas
tragedy as a maze of events,” or "the Dallas labyrinth."

The metaphor of the forking paths particularly applies to Oswald. The
titles of the chapters narrating his story sum up his drifting life—geo-
graphically and existentially —a life made of unpredictable and paradox-
ical moves. At 15 he discovers Marxist writings and is fascinated by the
notion of class-struggle, but at 18 he joins the Marines and he is sent to
Japan. Dishonourably discharged, he defects to the Soviet Union. After a
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suicide attempt in Moscow, he is sent to Minsk where he works in a
factory. Disillusioned, he goes back to America with his Russian wife
and their daughter. He joins a leftist organisation supporting Cuba, and
finally, stumbling across a conspiracy hatched by former CIA officials,
gets involved in the assassination of JFK.

The erratic pattern of his life changes once he has joined the conspir-
acy. The process of multiplication of forkings is reversed, as the conspir-
acy narrows down the number of possibilities. This is confirmed by the
titles of the chapters. as opposed to the places that betray Oswald's
aimlessness, the dates, following the chronological order, introduce lin-
earity and finality. In other words, the syntagmatic axis of the dates
vectorizes the logic of the continuous, promises a teleological develop-
ment and the reassurance of closure, while the paradigmatic axis of the
places conveys the logic of the discrete, of repetition, of non-linearity.
The geographical paradigm aso invites us to see topography as one of
the tropological matrices of the text. Mapping the physical universeis an
avenue of approach to the internal geography of Oswald's frustrations
and desires. The first chapter—in many respects an icon of his life—
symbolically shows him riding the subway to the ends of New York
City, under a tremendous illusion of power and freedom, but actually
trapped within the network of the tracks, and sealed off from the world
in a system which he himself recognizes as 'on the edge of no-control."

A pathetic dead loss, Oswald is aso, in his own way, an actor as
shown by the famous photograph that represents him dressed in black,
with hisrifle in one hand and two |eft-wing magazines (The Militant and
The Worker) in the other, staging himself- the "poor man's James
Dean." The picture shows that, like Coover's Nixon in The Public
Burning, Oswald's actions may be ultimately governed by symbols
more deeply ingrained than social and political conditions— symbols
vehicled by the movies and TV. What the photograph shows is not a
political activist, but an actor playing the role of an activist. Paraphrasing
Coover's Nixon, Oswald could say: "I am making history not for myself,
but for an audience.”" ldentifying himself with Trotsky and Castro,
Oswald is convinced that there is a place for him in History, but it is
History seen through spectacles fashioned by Hollywood. (The John
Wayne episode is particularly revealing). One can't be surprised to see
this actor in search of arole join thefirst plot that passes by, since a plot
is essentially the imposition of a design:
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A conspiracy isthe perfect working of ascheme.... All conspiraaiesare the sametaut story
of menwho find coherencein somecriminal act.3

Oswald’s amorphous existence is absorbed into a structure that shapes it
by giving him a purpose. His destiny followsthat of the plot, from chaos
to order. DeLillo’s idea is to conceive a conspiracy that succeeds ""due
mainly to chance."” Conspiracy and chance. Plot and randomness. Order
and chaos.

It is too easy to invent the grand masterful scheme that explains
everything, dispels shadows and mysteries, reinforces the comforting
logic of causality. DeLillo knows better; he imagines a mock conspiracy
which degenerates into a real one. The plan originally devised by
Everett is complex, non-linear, chaotic. A former official of the CIA,
Everett believes that what he calls "an electrifying event” is needed to
change JFK’s too lenient policy on the Cuban issue. This event could be
an attempt on the President's life, but Everett insists: "We don't hit the
President ... We want a spectacular miss." But enough traces and clues
would be left, leading to a gunman obviously sent by Castro, which
would force JFK to retaliate. Everett only needs the dupe who will play
the role of the gunman. By chance Oswald crosses the path of the plot-
ters.

The complexity of the plan liesin the fact that it deflects from the nat-
ural, logical course of such aconspiracy: the aim of a murder attempt is
to eliminate, not to spare the target. The elaborateness of Everett's
scheme forces him to devise a labyrinthine structure:

The gunman would vanish in a maze of false names, swarming life, lingering mystery....
Everett wanted mazesthat extended to infinity.#

But as it moves from theory to practice, the operation passes into the
hands of T.J. Mackey who finds the plan 'too twisty and deep.” So he
decides to eliminate the complexities, to restore the natural simplicity of
such a plot: to hit the target. What should have been a mere simulacrum
becomes the real thing. Everett realises that he has lost control of his
plan when it is too late but very early he is aware that it is in the nature

3 Don Delillo, Li bra (New York: Penguin Books, 1989), p. 440.
4 1hid., p. 210.
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of his scheme to tend to order, like a chaotic system organising itself,
pulled by some strange attractor.

Plots carry their ownlogic. Thereis atendency of plotsto move toward death. He believed
that theidea of death iswoven into the natureof every plot. A narrative plot no lessthan a
conspiracy of armed men.... He had aforeboding that the plot would move to a limit,
developalogical end.>

Both kinds of plots tend to the reduction of possibilities, selection, con-
nection, and teleological development.

The polysemy of the word plot suggests metafictional implications
which are largely subordinated to the presence and function of Nicholas
Branch. A senior analyst called out of retirement by the CIA to write the
secret history of the assassination, Branch has been reading and collect-
ing material for 15 years when the novel opens.

Nicholas Branch sitsin the book-filled room, the room of documents, the room of theories
and dreams.... Thisisthe room of growing old.6

His language is thick with terms such as "the fact-rubble of investiga-
tions,” "'the Dallas labyrinth,” “'the chaos of events," *'the blur and the
inconsistencies.” He lives and works in a "museum of contradictory
facts":

Oswald's eyes are gray, they are blue, they are brown. He is five feet nine, five feet ten,
five feet eleven. He is right-handed, he is left-handed. He drives a car, he does not ...
Oswald even looks like different people from one photographto the next ... In [g] photo he
sitsin profilewith agroup of fellow Marines. They al look like Oswald. Branch thinks they
look more like Oswald than thefigurein profile, officialy identified as him.”

After 15 years of reading, Branch has come not only to question the rel-
evance of facts, but to deny the possibility of authenticating them. Thus
he verifies Coover's statement in The Universal Baseball Association:
"History : in the end you can never prove a thing." 25 years after the
event, documents keep coming in, Branch has to face the fact that it is
impossible to get afixed image of the past. The past is forever changing.
So he takes notes. After 15 years of notes, Branch thinks it is premature

5 Ibid.,p 221,
6 Ibid., p. 14.
7 1bid., p. 300.
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to start writing. He realizes that in order to transform this "' ruined city of
trivia" into history, he would have to select, synthesize the heteroge-
neous, connect discrete facts, interpret, impose a design, in other words
construct a fiction. Any theory on the assassination can only be "a jade
idol." To accept it would be, in John Barth’s words in Letters, "an act of
faith, a provisional suspension of disbelief."

At the beginning of the book, Oswald and his mother are seen
watching TV. The TV set is equipped with atinted filter to give theillu-
sionthat it is acolor image:

The top third of the screen was permanently blue, the middle third was pink, the band
acrossthe bottom was awavy green ... blue heads spoke to them from the TV screen.8

That the filter is an alusion to Oswald’s warped perception of reality
makes little doubt, but it is also the sign of adouble distortion of the real
(thefilter distorts an already mediated real), and as such, can be read as a
comical echo of Branch's situation and of his epistemological function.

In the world of Libra, Branch is a pure creation. We do not know
anything about him, he has no life outside his working room; his only
contact with the world is the Curator who sends him the documents.
Contrary to most fictional historians, he is no detective. He reads what
he receives, in other words what he reads is aready mediated, screened.
In spite of the mass of documents he receives, and though he is not par-
ticularly prone to paranoia Branch ends by suspecting that the CIA does
not give him everything:

There are worrisome omissions, occasional gapsin the record. Of course Branch under-
stands that the Agency is a closed system.... But why are they withholding material from
him?There's something they aren't telling him.... What are they holding back? How much
moreis there? Branch wondersif thereis somelimit inherentin the yielding of information
gathered in secret.9

Since he only exists through his function, and since his function ex-
clusively depends on the Curator, we are entitled to regard him as the
creature of the Curator. Curator — Cresator : the phonetic vicinity is realy
tantalizing, and only confirms the suspicion that we are the creatures of
those who inform us. Besides, as the narrative is largely patterned by

g 1bid., p. 4.
9 1hid, p. 442
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recursive structures and infinite regress (" There's a world inside the
world" Oswald repeats), we are not told where the Curator gets his doc-
uments from, and we may assume that he is not given everything either.
The source is constantly receding, there is no traceable origin.

The Branch sections being contiguous with the conspiracy sections
within the same chapters, the elderly man's frustration and the contami-
nating power of his skepticism counterbalance, even outweigh the aes-
thetic satisfaction offered by the plot (a plot defined as "'the perfect
working of a scheme™). Again and again we are reminded that what we
are reading in the conspiracy sections is exactly the kind of narrative
that Branch, the scruple-ridden historian, refuses to write.

The symmetries and the contrived patterning of the narrative can be
seen as a flaunting of artifice: the book comprises 24 chapters and
Oswald dies at the age of 24. The chapter entitled 22 November
(numerically written 11/22) is the 22nd chapter of the book and also the
11th of the second part. To highlight the fact that 22 November can be
written 11/22, DeL.illo has Branch point to it precisely when he receives
documents indicating that Oswald had a double.

The mathematical construction of the book is further inscribed in the
way the chapters are distributed: the dates, forming a horizontal axis,
and the places, forming a vertical one, obviously evoke coordinates—
which invites us to understand the word "plot™” as "the location of a
point on a map by means of coordinates.” Dallas on 22 November, then,
is the point of convergence where the three meanings of the word plot
intersect.

Borges maintains that "'reality likes symmetries.”” For DeLillo symme-
tries and coincidences serve a double purpose: they give the fiction an
air of redlity (it istoo extravagant to be invented) and they foreground its
arbitrariness. Everett, a former CIA official, now a teacher in a small
college, realizes that its full name is College of Industrial Arts: CIA.
Oswald feels bound to J. F. Kennedy by a series of coincidental links:

Coincidence. Lee was always reading two or three books, like Kennedy. Did military ser-
vicein the Pacific, like Kennedy. Poor handwriting, terrible speller, like Kennedy. Wives
pregnant at the sametime. Brothersnamed Robert. 10

10 Ibid., p. 336.
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Following Aristotle's advice, DeLillo uses coincidences for their aes-
thetic qualities; they too can be read as a reduction of chaos: creating
links, they reverse the movement of bifurcation, and negate randomness.
But since they give form to events, they are aso another way of speak-
ing of conspiracy (" There's a grand psychic conspiracy at work in what
we call coincidence™).

Branch knows that coincidences lead to superstition, that they make
us believe in astrology and numerology. Since nothing can be more dis-
quieting than pure randomness, we are ready to inject any kind of order
into our world.

Branch has becomewary of casesof cheap coincidence.He's beginningto think someoneis
trying to sway him toward superstition.... Can't a man die without the ensuing ritual of a
search for patternsand links? The Curator sends afour-hundred page study of the similari-
ties between Kennedy's death and Lincoln’s.11

The last sentence is all the more significant as it comes as an echo of
one of those hermeneutic metaphorsthat characterize DeLillo’s writing:

(Banister to his secretary)

"l want you to start afile before you leave the office. Fair Play for Cuba. Giveit anice pink
cover."

"What do | put in thefile?*

"Once you start afile, it's just a matter of time before the material comes pouring in ...
Every bit and piece and whisper in the world that doesn't have alife until someone comes
along to collectit. It's all been waiting just for you." 12

Seemingly abandoned to randomness, the world is amorphous, but
precisely because it is amorphous, it will take the shape of any mould. It
will pour into any file. What DeLillois telling us is that, given the right
circumstances and confronted with harrowing mysteries, most of us are
ready to accept the most extravagant connections, revere the "jade
idol": believe, for instance, that Oswald took part in the plot against
Kennedy just because he was a Libra. Nonsensical explanations are
better than no explanations at all, and there will aways be facts to cor-
roborate any design.

The sad truth about coincidences is that they are prone to ancillary
relationships with causality. Oswald is fascinated by the links between

11 1bid., p. 379.
12 1bid., p. 143.
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JFK and himself, but he does not try to figure out the number of people
with whom he shares the same characteristics. In the same way, Branch
puzzles over the violent death of numerous people who were linked in
one way or another to the assassination. It is true that once we have
noted the coincidence, we can't help establishing a causal link. The
connection with a powerful event such as the assassination obliterates all
other possible connections. Yet, most of the people who died in the
years following the assassination were Cuban refugees involved in clan
struggle, mobsters, prostitutes, etc.—people exposed to violence. Those
deaths may be linked to various factors and do not prove the existence
of a conspiracy. (But then, they do not prove the contrary either.)

In 1979 a House sel ect committee determined there was nothing statistically abnormal about
the death rate among those who were connected in some way to the events of November 22.
Branch accepts this as an actuarial fact. He is writing a history, not a study of the ways
peoplesuccumb to paranoia. 13

"Itis we'"™ William James once remarked, "who project order into the
world by selecting objects and tracing relations. We carve out order by
leaving the disorderly parts out.”

It is exactly what we do when we transform coincidences into causal-
ity. As it is in the nature of numbers to produce remarkable patterns
(Kennedy was killed on 22 November, but many other days in the year
produce the same numerical pairs: 2 January, 4 February, 6 March), it is
in the nature of reality to produce such accidental links.

To supply the missing motivation is, in a way, to be engaged in the
production of narrative—either as a writer or as a reader.
Understandably then, the figures of the writer and of the reader are to be
found, multiply inscribed in the text. Such inscriptions serve purposes
that are obviously thematic and metafictional but they are also related to
the question of form: the presence of writers and readers within the nar-
rative contributes to the making of a world of Chinese boxes, with
recursive structures, infinite regress and icons.

Unable to give direction to his life, let alone to control his destiny,
Oswald desperately attempts to give form to his present by writing his
"Historic Diary." But, relying on language to organise the chaos of
experience, Oswald can only fail since he does not master the medium:

13 1bid., p.57.
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Always the pain, the chaos of composition. He could not find order in the field of little
symbols.... A word is aso the picture of a word.... The language tricked him with its
inconsistencies. He watched sentences deteriorate, powerless to make them right. The
nature of things wasto be elusive. Things slipped through his perceptions. 14

If our consciousness is structured by the alphabet, Oswald's dyslexia
distorts his perception of the real. But his confused prose (broken syntax,
incorrect spelling...) is aso an epistemological metaphor of the textual
nature of every historical event, a sign of what DeLillo cals our
"uncertain grip on the world."

As Oswald's perception of the real is reflected in the chaotic prose of
his Historic Diary, his fragmented sdlf is reflected in his use of false
names. Actually Oswald does not simply borrow names, he constructs
them. Thus, O.H. Leeis a backward reading of Lee H. Oswald, while the
more famous Hidell is the product of a verbal game that erases his own
name, Lee:

Takethe double- efrom Lee.
Hidethe double-! in Hidell.
Hidell means hidetheL." 15

Oswald plays with the letters of his name as with alphabet blocks. This
is not only meant to point to the difficulty of knowing who Oswald
realy was, it also ams at reminding us—es Joyce does in Finnegans
Wake with the name of Anna Livia (DeLillo’s constant references to
Joyce are not coincidental) —that a name is a sequence of letters, and as
such, lends itself to unlimited manipulation. The Oswald of Libra is
made of letters, heis text.

The polysemy of the word plot allows a reciprocal semantic contami-
nation: while the narrative plot is said to move toward death, the con-
spiracy is referred to in terms of fiction writing, with Everett as the writer
who invents Oswald:

Win Everett was at work devising a general shape, alife. He would script a gunman....
Mackey would find amodel for the character Everett wasin the process of creating.... They
wanted aname, aface, a bodily frameto extend theirfiction into the world. 16

14 1hid., p. 2L
15 Ibid.,p. 90.
16 Ibid., p. V(ny emphasis).
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The narrative, in other words, precedes the conspiracy. Fiction shapes
reality and history. But then, the plot as originally conceived is afiction.
They only want to simulate a murder attempt. In spite of his lucidity
("He worried about the deathward logic of his plan™), Everett is sur-
prised to find that the character he has devised exists in the real world,
and he succumbs to the illusion o the Author-God who thinks he can
control his creation. The writer-conspirator makes history with tech-
niques borrowed from fiction, and he fails because his fiction is too
complex for the reader he has chosen: Mackey. As a reader of Everett's
"text," Mackey refuses to play the game and, in order to simplify what
he reads, literalizes what Everett meant to be metaphorical :

Mackey insisted on aclear and simplereading. You can't surrender your rage and shameto
these endlesscomplications. 17

On the other hand, Branch stands out as the perfect antithesis of both
Everett and Mackey. Contrary to the latter, he refuses to simplify his
reading of the "red" as represented in the documents (**Branch must
study everything. Heis in too deep to be selective."). Contrary to Everett,
he refuses to write and play God. He knows that what "they" want is a
mimetic, authoritative account that would reflect the facts faithfully.

No one would deny that the Dallas mystery feeds not on a blackout of
information, but on a wealth of data—an overload, in systems terms,
resulting in what Jean Beaudrillard called " The implosion of meaning.”
The rate of information becomes too high for the receiver to process.
Branch is collector and processor, rather than creator—and a collector
with a sorting problem (just like DeLillo’s reader). He rejects the implied
univocality which would force him to choose—to follow one path in the
maze, turn right or left at each branching. Though he never leaves his
room, he has embarked on an epistemological quest similar in many
ways to Oedipas in The Crying of Lot 49. Trapped in what he calls "the
Dallas labyrinth,”" he experiences the same feeling of disorientation as
Pynchon's heroine when she becomes aware of her predicament:

17 Ibid., p. 71 (my emphasis)
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[1]t was now like walking among matrices of a great digital computer, the zeroes and ones
twinned above.18

(The metaphor of the computer seems to be particularly relevant since
Branch, as we have seen, is a data processor, and his room is consis-
tently described as a memory.)

Like Oedipa, Branch is "waiting for a symmetry of choices to break
down." Like Oedipa, he could say that "excluded middles ... are bad
shit.”

What he has learned in the 15 years of his labour, is that binary con-
straints do not apply:

Oswald isand is not Oswald.

Heisand he isnot one of the conspirators.

Kennedy is at once the victim of a conspiracy and of coincidences.

Thereisaplot insidethe plot ...

If such athing as truth exists, it will not be defined in terms of zeroes
and ones. Simplification is rejected because to simplify is to obfuscate; it
shuts the door to the possibility of ever understanding. While Branch
alegorically stands for DeLillo’s "idea™ reader —reader of texts and of
the real, Oswald emblematically represents the mystery of the world.
Thefictional labyrinth, it is true, may be both fascinating and dangerous,
since it can work as a challenge to understand the world, or as a dissua-
sion from understanding it and, consequently, a masked invitation to ac-
cept it asit is. But, Libra tells us, what makes the difference is not the
labyrinth itself; it is our attitude as readersin front of the complexity of
the "text™ with which we have to struggle:

Branch has no choice but to study this material. There are important things he has yet to
learn.... Hereadsinto the night. He sleepsin the armchair. There are times when he thinks
he can't go on. He feels disheartened.... But he persists, he works on, he jots his notes. He
knowshecan't get out. The casewill haunthimto theend....

Itisessential to master the data. 19

18 Thomas Pynchon, The Crying of Lot 49 (London: Picador, 1979), p. 125.
19 Libra, pp. 442, 445.



Sour Grapes of Roth
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No matter what judgment literary history eventualy makes of Henry
Roth, it is certain that he will have earned a large footnote therein as the
author who overcame a sixty—year writer's block. By now the story is
well-enough known: in 1934, while living with lover, muse, mentor and
patroness Ida Lou Walton, Roth published his first novel, Call It Seep.
He then contracted for a second novel which was never delivered.
During the struggle with the second novel, Roth apparently became torn
between his artistic instincts and the social realist dogma of the
Communist Party to which he adhered at the time. To further compli-
cae—or smplify —matters, in 1938 he met Muriel Parker, the love of his
life, and severed relations with Walton. He remained with Parker, whom
he amply describes as his salvation, until her death in 1990. In the
meanwhile, the paperback reprinting of Call Ir Seep in 1964 triggered a
revival of his literary reputation, eventually leading him to the publica-
tion of a collection of essays and excerpts, some new some old, as
Shifting Landscapes in 1987. Finally, then, in 1994 he released A Star
Shines Over Mt. Morris Park, the first of six volumes of his fictionalized
memoir Mercy of a Rude Stream, followed in 1995 by the second vol-
ume, A Diving Rock on the Hudson.

In its form, Mercy of a Rude Stream is something o a Modernist
work, harkening back to the time of Roth's literary apprenticeship. First
of al, the very form of the thinly disguised, formally fictional autobiog-
raphy was in fact a staple of modernism.! Second, Roth's technique of
alternating his narration with present-time interventions and metacom-

1 See, for example, Ralph Nader's concept of the simular novel in "Defoe, Richardson, Joyce, and the
Concept of Form in the Novel." In Autobiography, Biography, and the Novel, with William Matthews (L0s
Angeles: University of California Press, 1973).
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mentary on the part of the virtual author is characteristically Modernist
as well. Thus, Roth resumes his career not far from where he left it. As
T.S. Eliot defined the literary esthetic of the Modernist era, it was above
all characterized by consciousness of the tradition, of the author's
knowingly bringing to bear the history of literature as an evolving prac-
tice, and inserting him or herself into alineage. A part of this processis
the necessity for the modern artist to define herself in terms of those
predecessors chosen and those rejected. For the second Modernist gen-
eration—those being published in the Thirties, essentially though includ-
ing authors from John Dos Passos through Malcolm Lowry —a great
deal of the choice was made by circumstance, in the person of James
Joyce. For a writer of this generation to ignore Joyce would be to
remove oneself from the state of the art of prose narrative. As a young
writer of his generation, Henry Roth was well-schooled in the state of
that art when he wrote his masterful Call 1t Seep.

While Call It Sleep gives evidence of a masterful assimilation of
techniques that can easily be called Joycean, the works of his second
career are marked by an increasingly vituperative— and unfortunately
not entirely rational — indictmentof Joyce for a variety of failings, includ-
ing the nefarious influence that led to Roth's silence and nearly ruined
hislife, to hear him tell it. Let us begin our investigation of the charges
with alook at the Joycean influence in the earlier novel.

The question of community and socia identity is at the heart of Call It
Sleep, and it was also the decisive factor in his career, which he aban-
doned, as he later explained, out of a sense of loss of communal identity.
Whereas early in Shifting Landscapes he seems to attribute the dissolu-
tion of his identification with the Lower East Side's Jewish community
to a free choice made under the influence of his party affiliation, he later
settles on two unrelated targets of blame for this decisive loss of com-
munity: his family's move from the neighborhood when he was nine
years old, and— unlikely though it may seem by comparison— James
Joyce, or at least a James Joyce of Roth's creation, as we shall see. The
impact of Ulysses on Roth's work, as elsewhere, is not hard to spot and
has been frequently noted; a more pervasive influence, however, can be
traced to A Portrait of the Artist asa Young Man. Ulysses’s influence on
Call 1t Sleep is found in techniques of voicing and representing the
unconscious and depicting wide-angle urban activity. Roth does not
employ grids or subtexts, nor does he make much use of literary alu-
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sion (except for the climactic use of Isaiah 6), at least in part because his
tight focalization on the six-year-old protagonist would not facilitate the
insertion of such references. The novel is organized in the manner of A
Portrait, around symbolic motifs and recurrent imagery, and has certain
thematic features in common with Stephen Dedalus's story.

Although Call It Sleep represents a much shorter time than A
Portrait — something over one year in the main action—it is a spiritual
biography of no less depth, and greater dramatic intensity. Each of the
works portrays a conjunction of familial, social, religious, and sexual
tensions as a spiritual crisis whose resolution is marked by the boy's
synthesis and mastery of the symbols that have shaped the story. It
makes little difference that David Schearl's characterization will not
formally support a hypothetical identification with the authorial voice, as
does Stephen's, for the novel's culmination clearly locates the genesis of
the work's governing images in the protagonist's consciousness. Thus
Call It Sleep, like A Portrait, is a story of psychological coming-of-age
in which the protagonist attains an integral and stable self-definition
when he becomes the fashioner of his own images.

Perhaps Roth's greatest achievement in Call It Sleep is his mastery of
sustained focalization from the young boy's point of view, afocus that is
abandoned only in the last section, first to travel across town with the
rabbi, then, after a passage of conventional omniscient narration, to
broaden into the focus on the night voices of the neighborhood before
finaly rejoining David's awareness. Like A Portrait, Call 1t Sleep makes
use of consonant narration, the blending of narrative and figural voices
in the idiom of the character, as well as quoted monologue without
quotes, in the manner of Ulysses. In A Portrait the mimetic use of the
character's language in narration is most evident in the first pages baby
talk. As the character matures, so does the narrative voice, reflecting first
his romanticism, then his detached intellectuality, and finally merging
into his voice, which becomes the narration in the final pages as the
first—person diary entries. In A Portrait Joyce's credo of artistic trans-
formation takes priority over the more psychically realistic representa-
tion of experience found in Ulysses. Roth seeds his narration with
thoughts and exclamations that convey sensation or perception as if they
were inner articulations. Joyce frequently uses this technique in Ulysses,
for example when Bloom looks inside his hat and the quoted
monologue says "*'White slip of paper,” asif he said those words to him-
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self, whereas it is more plausible as the transcription of a visual percep-
tion.

To illustrate the difference | am describing between A Portrait and
Call It Sleep, it will be useful to compare scenes in which the protago-
nists endure corporal punishment. First, the well-known pandybat scene
fromA Portrait:

Stephen closed his eyes and held out in the air his trembling hand with the palm upwards.
Hefelt the prefect of studiestouch it for amoment at thefingersto straightenit and then the
swish of the soutane as the pandybat was lifted to strike. A hot burning stinging tingling
blow like the loud crack of abroken stick made his trembling hand crumple together like a
leaf in the fire: and at the sound and the pain scalding tears were driven into his eyes. His
whole body was shaking with fright, his arm was shaking and his crumpled burning livid
hand shook like aloose leaf in the air. A cry sprang to hislips, a prayer to be let off. But
though the tears scalded his eyes and his limbs quivered with pain and fright he held back
the hot tears and the cry that sprangto his throat.

-Other hand! shouted the prefect of studies.

Stephen drew back his maimed and quivering right arm and held out his left hand. The
soutane sleeve swished again as the pandybat was lifted and aloud crashing sound and a
fierce maddening tingling burning pain made his hand shrink together with the palms and
fingersin alivid quivering mass. The scalding water burst forth from his eyes and, burning
with shame and agony and fear, he drew back his shaking amin terror and burst out into a
whine of pain. His body shook with a palsy of fright and in shame and rage he felt the
scalding cry cometo his throat and the scalding tears falling out of his eyes and down his
flaming cheeks.?

The poetic structure of this passage is obvious, in the symmetry of the
two sections separated by the prefect's order, the triads of verbal adjec-
tives, the incessant repetition of shaking and burning, and the use of
similes. The first smile—"a blow like the loud crack of a broken
stick”—transforms sensation into sound, and the next two—"like a leaf
in the fire" and "like a loose leaf in the air" —transform sensation into
visual imagery. The use of passives and impersonal forms—"a cry
sprang,” "the pandybat was lifted" — dissociates the actions from their
agents. This distancing might be justified as reflective of the shocked
detachment of the mind observing bodily trauma, or of the boy's heroic
attempt at self-control, but the overall effect of the poetic tropesis to shift

2 A Portrait of the Artist asa Young Man, The Viking Library Critical Edition, Chester G. Anderson, editor
(New York: Viking, 1968), pp. 50-51.
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the focal balance of the passage from the immediacy of experience to its
quality as a representation.

The following passage from Call It Sleep describes David's first
beating at the hands of his father, after he has bloodied a playmate in
some boyish roughhousing:

Answer me, his words rang out. Answer me, but they meant, Despair! Who could answer
hisfather?In that dread summonsthe judgment was already sealed. Like a cornered thing,
he shrank within himself, deadened his mind because the body would not deaden and
waited. Nothing existed any longer except hisfather's right hand—the hand that hung down
into the electric circle of his vision. Terrific clarity was given him. Terrific leisure.
Transfixed, timeless, he studied the curling fingersthat twitched spasmodically, studied the
printer's ink ingrained upon the finger tips, pondered, asif all there werein the world, the
nail of the smallest finger, nipped by a press, that climbedin ajagged little stair to the hang-
nail. Terrific absorption....

Suddenly he cringed. His eyelids blotted out the light like a shutter. The open hand struck
himfull against the cheek and templ e, splinteringthe brain into fragments of light. Spheres,
mercuric, splattered, condensed, and roared. He fell to the floor. The next moment his
father had snatched up the clothes hanger, and in that awful pause beforeit descended upon
his shoulders, he saw with that accelerated vision of agony, how mute and open mouthed
Y ussie stood now, with what uselesssilence.

"You won't answer!"' The voice that snarled was the voice of the clothes hanger biting like
flame into his flesh. A curse on your vicious heart! Wild beast! Here, then! Here! Herel
Now I’1l tameyou! |'ve afree hand now! | warned you! Would you heed!"

The chopping strokes of the clothes hanger flayed his wrists, his hands, his back, his
breast. There was always afree placefor it to land no matter where he ducked or writhed or
groveled. He screamed, screamed, and still the blowsfell.

"Please papal Please! No more! No more! Darling papal Darling papal" He knew that in
another moment he would thrust his head beneath that rain of blows. Anguish! Anguish! He

must escape! 3

It is significant that David shrinks within himself and deadens his mind
because his body won't deaden. Unlike Joyce's passage, where the
body seems deadened by the observing intellect, the emphasis here is on
the somatic core of experience, the most fundamental, preverbal,
instinctual self-awareness. David is reduced to the circle of hisimmedi-
ate perception and sensation. Contrary to Joyce's passage, here sound
(the father's voice) is transformed into sensation (the bite of the hanger).

3 Cal It Sleep (New York: Avon, 1964) pp. 83-84.
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His father's voice needs no narrative identification because it is pre-
sented from within the boy's perception, particularly in the opening
phrase, where it appears without quotation marks. "'Despair!” and
"Anguish! Anguish! He must escapel™ are articulations of inner sensa-
tion and impulse. The distance between the represented experience and
the medium of representation is in this case minimized as far as lan-
guage can permit, with the exception of the unnecessary third-person
pronoun of the last enunciation.

| do not mean to suggest that Roth's language is not metaphorical or
that it is devoid of poetic usage, far from it. But his smiles—"like a cor-
nered thing...as if all there were in the world...biting like flame" —dl
serve to isolate and intensify the experience; they do not elicit images
that are as external to the event as Joyce's leaves. Robert Alter notes a
distinctly Melvillian influence in the "cosmic sweep” of Roth's
"explosive power of hyperbole that enlarges and violently transforms
the experience it describes.” We see such power in this passage's
"gplintering the brain into fragments of light,”” etc. For Alter this
Melvillian cast is a unique trait of American literature, presenting
"images of humanity facing the absolute ultimacy of existence.”# This
ultimacy emerges in each of David's physical traumas— beatings, falling
down stairs, and electrical shock—where we are shown the most primal
seat of selfhood, awareness suspended between being and the void.
Against this cosmic—or microcosmic— background, we view the world
from the perspective of the boy's unrelenting effort to integrate his
emerging ego in a confusing and hostile environment. David's every
perception and experience derive meaning from the sole end of self-
understanding imposed upon him as a human being. This makes him
seem in a sense heroic beyond his years, but then, he is ssmply perform-
ing the task of self-integration accomplished by all children. Roth's
genius lies in representing childhood as a metaphysical drama believ-
ably focalized in an everyday boy.

As I've suggested, Call It Seep isformally unlikeA Portrait inasmuch
as it does not suggest itself as a kunstlerroman. Thereis little temptation,
as there is in Joyce's novel, to read the story as that of the coming—to—
be of the artistic sensibility that eventually produced the book we're
reading. On the other hand, though, the story does culminate with the

4 Robert Alter, " Awakenings,” New Republic, January 25, 1988, pp. 33-37
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protagonist attaining a new level of awareness or self—mastery, that is
characterized by a newfound recognition of himself as a fashioner of
images. In both novels this self—recognition is attained as the fruit of a
concise spiritual evolution whose stages have comprised the plot. In
Davey Shearl’s case, his confused wish to follow the lesson of Isaiah,
and literally see the light by means of contact with a third rail of the
trolley system, leads to the book's culminating vison—from whence the
titte—as seen by the boy while recovering from the shock:

He might aswell call it sleep. It wasonly toward sleep that every wink of the eyelids could
strike a spark into the cloudy tinder of the dark, kindle out of shadowy corners of the
bedroom such myriad and such vivid jets of images—aof the glint on tilted beards, of the
uneven shine on roller skates, of the dry light on grey stone stoops, of the tapering glitter of
rails, of the oily sheen on the night-smooth rivers, of the glow on thin blonde hair, red
faces, of the glow on the outstretched, open palms of the legions upon legions of hands
hurtling toward him. We might as well call it sleep. It was only toward sleep that ears had
power to cull again and reassemblethe shrill cry, the hoarse voice, the scream of fear, the
bells, the thick-breathing, the roar of crowdsand all soundsthat lay fermenting in the vats
of silenceand the past. It was only toward deep oneknew himsalf till lying on the cobbles,
felt the cobbles under him like the black foam, the perpetual blur of shod and running feet,
the broken shoes, new shoes, stubby, pointed, caked, polished, buniony, pavement-
beveled, lumpish, under skirts, under trousers, shoes, over one and through one, and feel
them all and feel, not pain, not terror, but the strangest triumph, strangest acquiescence. One
might aswell call it sleep. He shut hiseyes.3

Itis significant that the state David describesis not sleep itself, but near-
sleep, the dreamy semiconsciousness between sleeping and waking
when the conscious mind is aware of the associative imagery of the
unconscious. This is the state of Stephen Dedalus, whose soul is
"waking slowly, fearing to wake wholly," when he is inspired to com-
pose his villanelle in the night.6 Toward sleep, then, David finds the
power to kindle images, cull and reassemble sounds, and know himself
in memory. This ability correspondsto Stephen's ideal of " disentangling
the subtle soul of the image from its defining circumstances.™

We might recall that David's first image-making experience, the
vision of his father wielding a hammer, occurred when the vision
"entered his sleep.” With pain and terror overcome, however, David's
image-cultivating is no longer governed by panic and dread, but by

5 Op. cit., p. 441.
6 Incidentally, it is aso the state in which Marcel, Proust's narrator beginsA la recherche du temps perdu, and
his half—wakingreflections serve as both catalyst and paradigm of the past—recapturingendeavor.
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aesthetic pleasure. The images are no longer imposed upon his threat-
ened ego as symbols of annihilation; they are rather sought out in calm
self-recognition. The crowd is now turned toward him, not toward his
father, as in the fearful vision. The people are no longer "stretched like
white cobbles to the end of the world"; it is David who is stretched out
on the cobbles, with the people running to his aid. The outstretched
pams of the legions are reminiscent of the extended arms of roads and
ships in one of Stephen's last diary entries, whose voices say to him:
"We are your kinsmen." The sense of anticipation and self-possession is
similar in the two cases, but Stephen is running away from his people,
whereas David's people are running to him.

Moving toward sleep is an act of self-possession for David. In
reassembling his experience from the vats of the past in the form of the
impressions his psyche presents to his watchful awareness, he finds the
""strange triumph and, acquiescence” of meaning, of giving shape to his
identity as he knows himself within and as he fits into the world. In
"deep,” at last, he comes to know himself, as Stephen would say, in
relation to himself and in relation to others. It matters little that becom-
ing an artist is not David's goal; what he attainsis the requisite ability of
a Stephen, but David's life in images does not need to be validated by
means of external representation. For an immigrant boy in the melting
pot, securing a stable sense of self and community is redemption
enough.

While Call It Sleep's tight focalization on the awareness of the
protagonist through an evolution of conscience calls to mind A Portrait
far more than any other of Joyce's works, there is aso a distinctly
Ulyssean resonance in the novel, and one that seems rather intentional at
that. Roth does borrow techniques from Joyce's aim of representing as
nearly as possible the actuality of Dublin on a specific day, and he stops
short of the exhaustive research into the veritable details of the localein
question, but he does bring the area within earshot of David's the third—
rail shock to life to a degree unseen elsewhere in the novel, caling to
mind the "Wandering Rocks,” "Cyclops,” and "Circe" chapters of
Ulysses. With minimal narration, he introduces a host of figures and
alternates their voices as we join their conversations or interior
monologues in medias res. There is Bill Whitney, an aging warehouse-
man; Jim Haig, a British sailor scheming to open a fish-n-chips on
Coney Island; the prostitutes Mimi and Mary; a group of Jewish card
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players; an old peddlar who implores the "founder of the universe” as
he schleps his baby carriage full of pretzels; Motorman Dan Maclntyre
and the passengers of his Tenth Street car, including a kind-faced
American woman telling everyone about the accessibility of the Statue
of Liberty ("You can go all the way up inside her for twenty-five cents™);
and Callahan, the barkeep, and his customers, including one O'Toole, a
self-aggrandizing blowhard straight out of " Cyclops” who combines the
Citizen's stature and belligerence with the Nameless One's style of
racontage ("So | says..."). Like the Nameless One, O'Toole knows the
pain of urinating when afflicted with a "dose" ('l twisted al the pipes |
wannawe'en |'m pissin'!™). Roth succeeds in conveying the impression
that each of these fragmented characterizations represents but a moment,
to which we are privy, in the continuous narrative of the character's life.
Each voice reveals part of an ongoing persona drama— accidents, abor-
tions, loves lost and found, prejudices and petty vexations. All the while
a communist speaker and the Salvation Army compete for the public's
attention, representing the two poles of popular salvation, just as the
ubiquitous vice-rega procession and Father Conmee represent the poles
of Irish authority in "*Wandering Rocks." Like Joyce, Roth portrays the
urban scene via the diversity of its voices and the least common
denominator of the motives and concerns they reveal. O'Toole and his
motley court in Callahan's bar, in particular, suggest a tip of the cap to
the Dubliner.

The disparate cast of the chapter finally becomes an "umbiliform
crowvd—a community —when they are interrupted and united by David's
"accident.” Whitney throws down a broom from his warehouse, and
O'Toole usesit to push David from the rail. As a policeman administers
artificial respiration, members of the encircled crowd begin speaking to
one another in a babel of diaects and degrees of broken English, like a
haphazard village born of curiosity and compassion for the boy. In the
urban American environment of competing ethnic groups, especiadly in
the age of immigration Roth depicts, shared values and cultural identity
are not assumed—they are not the background condition they would be
in Dublin, for instance—but emerge only in crisis, and the question of
community marks a particularly American aspect of the novel. Roth was
anything but a believer in the solitary, defiant heroism of the artist. In a
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1969 interview7 he expressed his belief that the individual disintegrates
unless associated with some larger entity. In his childhood, Roth suf-
fered a loss of community when his family moved from the Jewish
Lower East Side to a mixed area of Harlem, causing him to become
socially maladjusted and to reject his faith and customs. Call 1t Sleep is
arecreation of the lost community. After writing it, however, Roth did
not regain any sense of communal identity in American culture, he says,
and was subsequently unable to write until the 1967 Israeli-Arab War
gave him a sense of identification with a people:

If there is anything dramatic about all this, | suppose it can be explained as the way a
fictioneer does things. Significant for meis that after this vast detour, the once-Orthodox
Jewish boy has returned to his own Jewishness. | have reattached myself to part of what |
had rejected in 1914.

Note that in this version of the apostasy, Roth lost his faith in 1914, in
which case he obviously did so without the help of James Joyce, who
was working on A Portrait and getting ready to flee Trieste at the time.
And why, if one accepts my reading of Call It Sleep as at al accurate,
should its author have any complaint against Joyce anyway? | hope |
have at least strongly suggested that Roth learned lessons from A
Portrait and surpassed it in some aspects, and that his Ulyssean echoes
are nothing short of masterful, while remaining perfectly adapted to their
uniquely American milieu. In short, Henry Roth of 1934 was an excep-
tionally talented writer of the post—Ulysses generation, who was thor-
oughly capable of assimilating state—of-the—art novelistic techniques
while sacrificing nothing of his own originality. To fully understand —if
such a thing were even possible—the doubtlessly complex issues that
led Roth to abandon the field and take up waterfow! raising would
demand a far longer journey into the man's psyche than this critic is
prepared to make. What is clear, though, is that from the other side of
the sixty-year self-imposed silence, Roth shouts back with increasing
bitterness that Joyce somehow made him do it: a blame-laying unwor-
thy of a man of his talent and seniority, and rendered that much more
pathetic by the fact that he seems to confuse Joyce with Stephen
Dedalus.

7 David Bronsen, "A Conversation with Henry Roth," Parti san Revi ew , Vol. 36 (1969), pp. 265-80.
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The form of Roth's magnum opus is that of a fictionalized autobiog-
raphy, with interpolated passages of first—person, present—time reflec-
tions by Roth's ater—ego and subject of the memoirs, Ira Stigman, and
also his dialogues with his computer, Ecclesias. When these interpola-
tions add the perspective of the aged author to the telling of the events of
his youth, they occasionally reach high levels of the dua —perspective
technique. But too often they seem gratuitous, the unedited ranting of a
cranky, perhaps lonely man, with little relation to the narrative, and
one's patience with the talking word processor grows shorter. One of the
digressions is even taken up with a discussion of its own boredom
potential as a provider of a break in the drama. Roth here joins the com-
pany of writers who prove my axiom that in the "postmodern™ world,
metatextuality is the refuge of the unimaginative. It is also in these au-
thorial digressions that Roth has Ira vent his anger at his version of
Joyce.

Roth begins his complaint in Shifting Landscapes, where he attributes
to Joyce Stephen's famous assessment of history as that from which he
was trying to awake, and goes on to suggest that in abandoning Ireland
in favor of cosmopolitan society Joyce attained immobilization (p. 110),
though it must be said that more writers than not would doubtlessly
welcome the sort of "immobilization™ that can produce A Portrait of the
Artist as a Young Man, Ulysses, and Finnegans Wake. Roth, by his
admission, suffered from this problem until, by virtue of the Six—Day
War, he became identified with Israel. He cites the necessity of combin-
ing his existing narrative and his feeling for Israel, since he cannot put
aside his " overpowering attachment™ for Israel and ignore the real world
in favor of the character's world. He does not believe it possible to
divorce the redlity of the artist from the reality of his product. This, it
turns out, is Joyce's great sin: to have ignored the World War | in his
works. This critigue would seem to demand that all artists occupy them-
selves exclusively with contemporary events, and sounds a lot like the
old party line that was directed at Roth in the Thirties, come back
through the back door as his own belief this time. Furthermore, says
Roth (p. 194) Joyce ignored the Irish struggle for independence for the
sake of something he was writing. Roth's critique leaves absolutely no
room for Joyce's disdain for militant nationalism of any stripe, his rejec-
tion of the romanticist fantasies of the Celtic Revival, and not least his
inability —as a man of conscience—to live with the socia, intellectual,
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and spiritual tyranny of obsessive Irish Catholicism. Indeed Roth takes
al of this rather lightly, and shows not the slightest evidence of respect
or even tolerance toward Joyce as a person capable of acting conscien-
tioudy, and even of paying a great price for his beliefs. No, the Joyce
that Roth creates is merely a phantom constructed of al the most imbal-
anced traits of young Stephen. And what he offers as an antidote to
artistic detachment is equally a phantom, namely his much trumpeted
identification with Israel. 1 do not for a minute doubt the intensity of
Roth's feeling, but what are we to make of this total identification with a
homeland in which Roth spent a grand total of two months (p. 221), and
whose language and culture he admittedly does not share (p. 229)? In
practice, his combining of patriotic feeling and memoria narrative does
not occur: the latter is merely interrupted by the present-time passages,
in which he declares himself sympatheticto Israel.

In what sense, then, is Roth any less of an exile that Joyce? In effect,
Israel is a non—-issue; Roth's homeland is New York, and it is of New
York that he writes. Like Joyce, he writes from memory about a past and
place from which he is removed. Are we to suppose than James Joyce
ever stopped feeling Irish, or identified with his place of origin? This
would obvioudly fly in the face of the massive evidence of his entire
written works. In what sense is Roth's commitment (I daydream of
Isradl™) to Israel superior to Joyce's long- distance Irishness? Joyce was
at least engaged with Ireland as the subject of his art; Roth has no expe-
rience that would enable him to represent his "'adopted” land. Again, it
isold New York that is at issue, not Israel. The worst aspect of Roth's
critique in Shifting Landscapes is that it apparently has no relationship
to Joyce's actual work, but is based rather on what Roth imagines to be
an attitude. He says that his negation of Call It Seep and of the individ-
ual who fathered it took the form of a negation of Joyce, not of his virtu-
osity and innovations, but rather "the direction he faced” and "what
proceeded from his monstrous detachment and artistic autonomy."
Whatever these proceeds were, if they did not show up in Joyce's actual
writing, then it's hard to know where Roth finds them, and indeed why
they are any of his business. The fact is that James Joyce was, as
Stanislaus Joyce tells us, capable of hating Ireland, with a hate born of
frustrated love.® This love of Ireland and its people—as well as his con-

8 Stanislaus Joyce, My Brother's Keeper. (New York: Viking, 1958), p. 228.
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tempt—is quite evident in his painstaking realism of place, character and
language. Henry Roth has an extraordinary ways to go before he could
even begin to render such a service to Israel. One has only to compare
Joyce's portraya of the devotion for Parnell felt among his father's gen-
eration, for example, to Roth's entirely exterior view of aterrorist attack
in lsrael —which he hears about on the television news—to understand
which of the two is more effectively engaged in history.

Roth's criticism takes some rather nasty and embarrassing ad
hominem turns in both volumes of Mercy d a Rude Stream. First of all
he criticizes Joyce for not being redeemed by the selfless love of a won-
derful woman, as he had the good fortune to be (we learn time and
again). It's hard to understand why someone who has had such good
fortune and has been so well loved cannot find it in himself to be a bit
more magnanimous to the less fortunate, but Ira roundly assails Joyce
for not escaping his monstrous ego (though I'd still like to know the
grounds for this judgment), for marrying "a functional illiterate” and
secondly for not elevating her to his level. From what Brenda Maddox
tells us of Nora, I'm not at all sure she needed or wanted the elevating,
thank you all the same, but that's not the main issue here. Notwith
standing the late Mrs. Roth's undoubted virtues, the goodness incarnate
that we're given in the novel as Ira's wife is quite uninteresting and
poorly drawn. It remains to be seen whether we will get his usua fine
characterization once his memoir arrives at the point in his life where he
met her, but in the meanwhile she remains a shadowy guardian angel, as
lacking in substance as the mythical Israel and the phantom Ecclesias.

The magjor complaint about Joyce, once Roth gets down to it, seems
to be that he lacks the latter's somewhat masochistic style of self-reve-
lation, hiding instead behind the mask of artistic detachment. Joyce
refuses to confront the "human element, the interchange, the unavoid-
able confrontation between man and man, man and woman, especially
with regards to the latter as intellectual equals ... as well as amorousness
for their sexual roles, without both of which true tenderness could not be
felt, nor delineated. It is ssmply not the case that because one does not
address these redlities in Roth's maudlin way that one does not address
them. To what recurrent theme do Bloom's thoughts turn time and
again? To what is Molly assenting at the end of the book, having the last
word? Of what is the whole of Ulysses and its June 16, 1904 date a
memorial? As for Bloom, Roth finds that the sins of the father are visited
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upon him: like Joyce, he suffersfrom alack of proper identification with
his people. He is merely a ""nominal Jew," though I'd suggest it would
be hard to find any other kind in a novel. In any case, Bloom is a Jew
"without a memory, without wry anxiety, exilic insecurity, not merely
oblivious of his heritage, but virtually devoid." He doesn't think of the
Kishinev pogrom that took place the year before (though | don't see
why he'd need to on any given day), he doesn't think of Dreyfus, he
doesn't ask if the pork kidney is kosher, etc. etc. Well, let's see, Bloom
has been baptized first Protest and then Catholic, is the son of a gentile
mother, was educated in the Irish schools, nonetheless feels estranged
any number of times...but why even bother trying to defend against
absurd charges? Roth calls Joyce's attempt to depict a Jew's conscious-
ness "gall, insufferable egotism, and ignorance,” and declares that
Bloom should have run home to Mally for comfort after the Citizen run—
in, even if she was busy cuckolding him. Ham...I don't recall Davey
Shearl’s father doing the same after his run—ins with his bosses, but
never mind. The more devastating weaknessin Roth's comment is that
its essentialist premise would prohibit any artist from depicting anyone
not of his own folk; he probably doesn't mean that this daring to depict
consciousness applies only to Jewish subjects, does he?

The low point of Roth's anti—Joycean railing comes when he has
first—person Ira accuse Joyce of the sin to which he, Ira, has confessed
with some great fanfare and an excessive amount of pensive foreshad-
owing as he and the computer debate the merits and necessity of disclo-
sure—namely sororal incest. The claim is that whereas Ira has been
brutally frank in confessing hisincest via the fictional surrogate, Joyceis
guilty of covering up a similar relationship, thus again throwing his
entire career under the shadow of dishonesty and bad faith, as opposed
to the heroic Ira. The evidence for this charge? Joyce had a sister who
entered a nunnery and never spoke a public word about her famous
brother. May we all avoid conviction on such airy stuff as this. Truly, the
ranting about Joyce is so nasty, mean-spirited, and illogical, that one is
tempted to the conclusion that it is part of a characterization. It is after
al, al delivered under the name of Ira Stigman, not Henry Roth. But if
Roth intends such distance, it is indeed an anomaly in the work, which
otherwise sticks quite close to the form of a simular fiction, that is one
that flaunts its veneer of fiction and its status as a rendering of the veri-
table author's life. Besides, that would be a very poor and cowardly
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cover for such a scathing critique, and would fly in the face of Roth's
entire argument against detachment and in favor of honest engagement.

Let's see then, Roth has Ira condemn Joyce by turns for leaving
Ireland, not being engaged in contemporary issues, not taking part in
either Irish nationalism or the war of independence, not marrying a
brighter woman and not educating her, espousing a doctrine of artistic
autonomy, having a monstrous ego, using the metaphor of the artist
standing in the wings paring his fingernails, daring to portray a Jew's
consciousness, not making the Jew stereotypical enough, not depicting
true love, not finding true love, not being loved as well as Henry Roth,
"facing the wrong direction,” and committing incest with his sister and
not being man enough to own up to it, like Ira. A very curious bill of
goods indeed, the absurdity of which is exceeded only by Roth's anti-
dote for such artistic and ethical enormities. For Roth to write a
straightforward fictionalized memoir would make him guilty of his car-
dinal sin of ignoring contemporary reality in favor of his own past.
Therefore, he will intersperse in the tale passages that demonstrate his
commitment to a country and people among whom he spent a grand
total of two months in his eighty—some years, whose language and cus-
toms he does not share, and also give the proof of the transforming
power of love. What this amounts to in practice is simply having the
first— person alter ego commentator declare them to be so, and repeat
the declaration as often as possible: | have a great attachment to Isradl, |
would be nowhere without my wife. Meanwhile, even though these two
factors have transformed my life and made it possible for me to write
again, prolifically, | will nonetheless continue to bitterly complain about
the two factors that led me astray and robbed me of al the good I luck-
ily rediscovered, namely my family's move to 115th Street—eighty years
ago—and the artistic success of James Joyce. If only Roth would drop
the pretense and realize that the fictionalized autobiography of Ira
Stigman is a masterpiece on its own and doesn't need to be justified by
the whining voice of the cranky writer and his inane electronic sidekick.
The commentator's self-indulgent egoism exceeds that of Stephen
Dedalus at his worst, and makes Joyce's doctrine of impersonality ook
freshly appealing. One wishes the old guy would go off in the wings and
pare his nails for awhile, leaving the stage to the characters.

Quite obviously, Roth's Ira doth protest too much. The disproportion
between the vehemence of the attacks and their lack of substance is far
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too great for them to be taken seriously. What nerve does the reputation
of Joyce rub against in Roth that it provokes such a howl? Could it
really be as simple as a kind of professional jealousy? Is Henry Roth,
despite his redemption of the career he abandoned and his eleventh—
hour success (which, given the size of his unpublished manuscripts and
the public's favor, would seemed destined to continue indefinitely),
really searching desperately for a scapegoat to relieve himself of the
burden of lost time? It is fair enough to decide that the self—involvement
and single-minded pursuit of a literary goal of a James Joyce or a
Marcel Proust are not in one's temperament, that one would rather sac-
rifice one's art for the humble joys of family and waterfowl, but isit then
fair to turn around and blame one's early mentor for having made one
do it? The absurdity of Roth's ambition is that he would redefine the
tradition to which he belongs so as to expunge Joyce from it. Reluctant
Freudian though | am, | must admit that this move has all the classic
marks of an Oedipal dilemma, a would-be parricide.9 He wants not only
to believe he's not the result of Joyce's influence, he wants Joyce never
to have been. The paradox must be horrible: | owe my resurgeant repu-
tation to a novel written under the influence of Joyce, but | repudiate that
influence and the man, and | know much better than he. How could
everyone be so wrong? How can Joyce continue to enjoy a reputation
for which | am better suited? To put it another way, it's as if Roth wants
to make Joyce Ira's Buck Mulligan, that is the usurper. Such attitudesare
like those that make Stephen Dedalus bitter and frustrated, but we are
indulgent because of his youth; they sit much less well on someone old
enough to have overcome a half—century's writer's block. Ironically, the
writer who has the most to say, and has worked out in most detail the
question of paternity both literal and artistic, and who has most gener-
ously repaid all literary influences is none other than James Joyce.
Henry Roth should study him more carefully.

9 It isinteresting, in this regard, that Ira virtually repudiates one of his sonsin favor of the son's estranged
spousein Mt. Mdrris Park; the old incestuous urge dying hard?





