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The Ethics of Narration in D.M. Thomas’s
The White Hotel

Hana Wirth-Nesher

Publication of The White Hotel by D.M. Thomas has been the cause of
celebration and scandal, the book hailed as one of the great innovative fictions
of the last few decades and condemned as a shoddy work, the product of a
failed imagination resorting to plagiarism; praised for seriously dealing with
the subject of the holocaust in fiction and castigated for fictionalizing real,
that is historically documented, horrors.

The White Hotel is the story of Elizabeth Brdman, a Russian opera singer
in Vienna who turns to psychoanalysis with Sigmund Freud to relieve her of
excruciating pain in her breast and groin. Her therapy completed, she pro-
gresses in her career, marries, and returns to Russia where she is eventualiy
Killed at Babi Yar. The book is divided into six chapters. The first chapier, ac-
tually entitled ‘‘The Prologue,’” is a series of letters by Freud and his
followers, beginning with an account by Sandor Ferenczi of Freud and Jung’s
celebrated visit to America in 1909. The chapter introduces the heroine, as yet
unnamed, as one of Freud’s patients suffering from severe sexual hysteria and
as the author of a document which Freud submits for publication in the in-
terests of the medical community. Chapter I, entitled “Don Giovanni,” is the
patient’s document, a first-person sexual T antasy—erotic, even pornographic
at times, in which the patient imagines a sexual adventure with Freud’s son.
This long revery, for which the setting is a white hotel, was originally publish-
ed by Thomas as an individual poem in 1979.!

““The Gastein Journal,”” Chapter 11, is a third-person narrative written by
the patient at Freud’s request and is an elaboration of the Don Giovanni fan-
tasy. [1is dreamlike, full of erotic and surrealistic images, indeed, at fimes an
archetypal Freudian dream in that the images from Freud’s Interpretation of
Dreams seem to have infiltrated the patient’s mind. In both the Don Giovanni
poem and the Gastein journal, the lovemaking of the young couple takes place
simultaneously with catastrophe at the resort, a fire destroying one whole wing
causing many deaths. Other hotel guests, during the course of a few days,
drown during a storm that floods the hotel or are buried under an avalanche
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rather a central subject. Thomas, in a very
ner, is asking what connection exists between collective tra

desire.
The book's ambition lies in the manner in which Thomas has braided iogether

the three elemenis—the artistic, intellectual, and moral—so that no one element
can be discussed independently of the other two. Human suffering, the book
seerns to argue, is communicated to others in narratives. While all narratives
are imaginative reconstructions, when it comes to those of mass suffering, we
should be particularly vigilant about honoring the line between tactand f iction.
As the development of one individual psyche is also a narrative, is it parallel
to or in contrast to the history of civilization? How can we narrate events of
mass brutality meaningfully and how dowe record, shape, and appropriate such
acconnts without violating truth, that is, the pain of the victim? Is there an
aesthetics of atrocity?* These are among the questions raised by Thomas in his
disturbing The White Hotel. .

In keeping within the tradition of the novel as the genre most concerned
with the exploration of unique individual characters, D.M. Thomas creates &
unique heroine in such a way that we, the readers, may come {0 some
understanding of her life, may attribute 10 it some meaning and, having traced
a pattern in it, wrest from it insight that transcends the jife of the individual
character and tells us something about ourselves; our experience with other
novel heroines—our passionate acquaintance with Emma Bovary, Anna
Karenina, Isabel Archer, Caddy Compson, Tess DUsberville and others
raises in us expectations about the accessibility of the lives of others and the
authority of omniscient or quasi-omniscient authors to direct our perceptions.
It every choice of a specific point of view is a stylistic expression of a concept
of authority, what is the authority for arriving at a meaningful understanding

of the life of Lisa Erdman? Thomas does not have one answer to this question.
This we know because he does not narraie her life in only one style. Moreover,
the different styles do not all narrate the same stage of her life, so that it is not
a question of six different views of presumably the same slippery reality. in
this case, multiple perspectives do not hold out any promise of reconstitu ting
some kind of omniscience. In The White Hotel, each style is matched with
different segments of the narrative; both story and mode of discourse
change as we move from chapter 10 chapter, without any pretense of an
overview.
What, then, are Thomas’s models of authority? Let us examine each of the
chapters, beginning with the prologue. By its positionas the book’s beginning,
our tendency is to read this chapter as establishing a frame of reference for
what is to come, as prefiguring perhaps, or, as is the case in any temporal order-
ing, we often assume the beginning to be the origin of what follows. The
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Anna’s fantasy is a vivid expression of Freud’s theory of a death instinef.
When Anna expands and transforms her poem into a prose version, the con-
ventions of prose fiction bring added dimensions to the account of her inner
life. First, this third-person omniscient narrative begins with a more detailed
account, as novels do, of how the heroine came to have her adventure, the ex-
position leading to the affair with the young man. It opens with her nightmare
which she dreams while sharing a train compartment with Freud’s son. The
pightmare acts as uncanny foreshadowing, for her dream flight into a forest
{0 escape pursuing soldiers and her stumbling over a boy, bleeding from cuts
incurred in his flight, is exactly the account of Dina Pronicheva’s escape from
Rabi Yar in the fifth chapter, Her dream is, then, & prefiguring of history. Sec-
ond, the prose fiction account introduces minor characters who provide varied
responses to the disasters that occur there, mainly through a series of postcards
from the white hotel. As in a novel of manners, stock characters reveal their
social class and aspirations in their messages. There are callous professionals,
concerned only about interrupting their vacation, a narcissistic honeymoon cou-
ple, an aitruistic nurse, a social climbing secretary, a botanist concerned only
about his specimens, a priest casting all suffering in religious terms, a comic
maid, and a reactionary army major measuring every event against life before
the war (which is always incomparably better). The indifference to disaster
displayed by the guests at the resort intent on preserving a genteel way of life
calls to mind Mann’s Magic Mountain or Appelfeld’s Badenheim 1939—slow
erosion of privileged isolation.
The matter-of-fact tone of the Gastein journal is in contrast to the bizarre
surrealistic images. Here wombs and breasts fly through the air along with
orange groves, one’s hair can be on fire without being hurt, and it can rain on
one side of a train only. It is a world where Freud’s paradigm seems to have
replaced the laws of physics, where all explanations of the supernatural are
psychological or medical, flying wombs the projection of repressed anxiety about
hysterectomies, a petrified foetus floating above the lake the guilt of a woman
having undergone an abortion. Everyone’s neuroses are objectified into the land-
scape; they constitute the social environment. Even conversations operate in
Freudian code—*Shall 1 open a window?’’ says the young man in the stifling
train compartment. “If you like,"’ she murmured, ‘‘only | can't afford to
become pregnant.”” No train is merely a means of transport, no tunnel merely
a road through a mountain. Almost a textbook iflustration of Freud’s Tnter-
pretation of Dreams, the Gastein journal ends in a haunting near repetition of
its beginning, not & dream about Babi Yar but an “‘unspeakably offensive
remark,’’ an anti-Semitic declaration by one of the guests. The lovers, ever more
dedicated to their passion as the catastrophes intensify, include others in the
white hotel, such as the priest, in their lovemaking until, Anna writes, “she could
not tell which of them was making love to her. .. The gpirit of the white hotel
was against selfishness’” (p. 86).
“Frau Anna G.,”’ the title of the case history which constitutes chapter 111
of the book, is a masterful imitation of Freud’s case histories in its organiza-
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n.o? _wrﬁo:ov .m:a tone. Freud was an accomplished storyteller and his case
istories read like novels. Thomas has given us the Freudian strateey—fro
:ﬁ patient’s story as he or she presented it to Freud through the %,zOnnmm nm
guiding, Ems_uz_m::m, and teasing out of the patient the hidden, repre oq
mjmcmnﬂw of that story that are, Freud would argue, responsible for ::.w an.w_, "
Freud’s case histories are detective stories, his method based on the cm:%mmm
the power of Em past, the tyranny of the repressed primal event that deterrai .
EER vor.msg. Aways aware, as Thomas’s Freud points out, that ::6_:8
conscious is a precise and even pedantic symbolist”’ . 9N H.,:.w:a _d_g:n:ﬂ-
digs deeper, Lo use his own archaeological metaphor, for Emm: the patient i i
8.3 o:.xn%_:m _,BE the analyst and from him or herself as well Cm:m:_whﬁ-
climactic moment is the report of a dream that Freud can mcnommm.?: d d aa
so that Emszm_ event can be reconstructed, or, as may often be Emwmmwnwrm
mermory of .:5 event, itself a reconstruction, can be recalled. That is, the i w
event is as ESG :m,_ be a narrative construct which the patient nwmnmmm WMM_EM
cven a H._nm:w: which has been repressed.s Thus, the patient no:ﬁ:“na Ham :
about his life that make him guilty enough to “forget”™ them. Freud att ) Mm
to reconstruct that narrative which may itself be a nnnozqunmm: Takin amﬁ_w :
after the patient’s visit and writing his case histories after the moE _aw . mw
w.rn::uw. all of the narratives that are evidence for Freud’s job of _,%UO:_MH: .
tion are themselves constructs. In explaining his method of writing u M:o-
histories, _u_.,m:m_ claims that ““I have not omitted to mention in each nmmmm{:mmw
the .m:::m::m facts end and my constructions begin,”” yet he admits to :m%_.__d
ww:ammn.. edited, and synthesized, despite his disavowal of any artistic m=<o:m.
:<§:wm,.u,.v ,ﬂ. I were a writer of novellas instead of a man of science,’” writ
Thomas’s _:.o:a.. Just as Freud himself sets the record straight in :Hm memm
8.00&. by Q.o:w::m that he wrote a roman a clef. While Freud repeatedl _uEmrnm
mn_n:A:‘m_.n claims for his method, he is a man so sensitive to artistic EQNOQ H:nw
he n_,:._n_mom.oEQ analysts for the poor way in which they write up ““the mﬂo;n%,
of their patients; he even goes so far as to criticize his patients for bein
storylellers. Freud implies that a coherent story, the definition of E:mnm fo o
doubt gleaned from the aesthetic of the late nineteenth-century novel, is in M e
manner .oo:nonﬁng with mental health. In discussing mm_aa:.a mMEM
n:mamﬁo.:wnm them by the various types of narrative insuf ficiency :._mﬂ.:m nowi_
Woﬂw finds. The aim of treatment, he writes, is to repair damage to the um“
m.__wﬂww:m._nao@. so that he or she can come “‘into possession of one’s own
H:oamm misses none of Freud’s characteristics, such as his sense of all results
being moEmiﬂwﬁ mcompiete, most evident in Dora’s case history. When Freud
cannot explain why Anna’s feft breast and ovary are always ::.w site of it
he concludes “‘perhaps lefi-sidedness arose from a memory that was Mm_:_
brought to the surface. No analysis is ever complete; the hysterias have :wwﬁ
roots than a tree, c Thomas also gives us the Freud impatient of his Ew.mﬁmm
evasiveness, forcing what he belicves to be the truth out of her b ,H:Mw t ;
as well as Freud the proud professional, offended by Rmmmﬂmzwm to m:w
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theories. In the case of Dora, Freud blames her for leaving analysis, not so much
because she needed the therapy but because it prevented him from achieving
a thorough investigation of hysteria. But most noticeable is Freud’s ingenious
singlemindedness, his unwillingness to consider evidence extraneous to the
nuclear family drama. In the case of Dora, he blames a young woman for be-
ing inhibited sexually because she won’t admit enjoying the advances of a man
as old as her father and the husband of her father’s lover. That the girl may
just not have been attracted to a man Freud considered handsome and virile
is out of the question as is the possibility that the girl may have considered such
a liaison improper under the circumstances." Freud’s case histories are
fascinating for their dazzling singlemindedness; Thomas stresses this quality in
his fictional analysis of Lisa’s case in The White Hotel.

Thomas’s Freud concludes that Lisa’s symptoms, severe pain in the left breast
and ovary, anorexia and asthma, are the result of a childhood trauma: repress-
ing recognition of her mother when she came upon her uncle and a half naked
woman in the guest house. That repressed knowledge, combined with the news
that her mother died in a hotel fire shortly thereafter, Freud argues, were the
cause of her asthma attacks and her hallucinations of fire and disaster during
sexual relations with her husband.

During the course of her therapy she realizes that her aunt’s habit of wear-
ing a crucifix is clear evidence that the bare-necked woman in the guest house
was really her mother. Her pain in the breast and ovary, then, are the expres-
sion of her unconscious hatred of her distorted femininity as a result of hating
her mother and bearing her shame.

According to Freud, now that she knew for the first time that her mother and
uncle had perished together in that hote} fire during one of their clandestine
meetings, she should be freed of the tyranny of this repressed knowledge of her
mother’s sin. Except for not being able to explain why the pain occurs on the
left side, it is a tidy explanation, particularly Freud’s account of the white hotel
in her fantasy as the body of the mother, the place without sin and remorse,
and her desire for reconciliation with her mother, for the return to the “*oceanic
oneness of one’s first years.”” The White Hotel, with its ‘“wholehecarted com-
mitment to orality,” is Lisa’s longing for her mother’s unconditional love. *‘Frau
Anna’s document expressed her yearning to return to the haven of security, the
original white hotel—we have all stayed there—the mother’'s womb™’ (146). For
Freud, Lisa becomes the symbol of the universal struggle between a life instinct
and a death instinct. '

But Freud’s case history, with its clear delight in reconstructing Anna’s nar-
rative and its confident tone about her recovery, is seen to be severely flawed
in light of the rest of the novel. In *“The Health Resort,’” the next chapter nar-
rated in a third-person omniscient manner and in the style of a realistic novel,
we discover that Lisa Erdman, the ““real”’ Anna G., withheld important infor-
mation. “You saw what I allowed you to see...It was not your fault that I
seemed to be incapable of telling the truth,”” she writes to Freud (p. 182). She
never told him about an earlier scene than that of the guest house—that at the
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age of three she toddled on to her father’s yacht to observe her mother, aunt

and uncle bare-necked. In her account of her first lover, the 3¢oE:osm.Q mEH
n_w_: who left her because marriage, bourgeois domesticity, would have taken
E:,_ away from his mission, she fabricated his brutality to her. But her grossest
m_w and violation of trust between patient.and analyst was in her account of be-
ing harrassed by sailors on a merchant ship who claimed to have read newspaper
accounts of her mother’s death by fire and to have known about her loose
reputation. The knew rothing about her mother, she writes Freud. They abused
her sexually because she was Jewish. “‘Eventually they let me go,'” she writes
to Freud, “*but from that time [ haven’t found it easy to admit mo my Jewish
blaod.”” Because she knew that Freud was Jewish, “it seemed shameful to be
mm:m_:m.a: of her own Jewishness and she hid the true nature of the incident
:,o_._., him. Her hatred of her father, she believed, stemmed from his being her
Jewish parent, the source of her hateful identity. In keeping with her reticence
about her Jewishness, she failed to tell Freud that the reason she left her hus-
_um.:a was her realization Lhat he was a zealous anti-Semite and, having de-
ceived him about her Jewishness, she felt his hatred and Ré_ao:,wop. her true
identity.

In shorl, what she kept from Freud was the trauma of her Jewishness. Given
ﬂnn:a ’s Em%oﬁ_ of excluding any life experience outside the family drama, such
information would probably not have altered Freud’s diagnosis based mz his
ﬁmno:mﬁ:n:o: of what he considered to be the crucial elements of every per-
son’s Eo history. Collective identity was negligible to Freud in his theories. In-
deed, E.m very theories sometimes seem to be the intellectual response of a Jewish
n_oﬁ.oq in unstable, anti-Semitic fin-de-siecle Vienna, i.e., to his deliberate ex-
n_.ﬁm_o: from the medical establishment.! Freud’s paradigm of human history
a_,.ﬁmo_ﬁ.wm ::w. distinctions between races that were causing him so much misery.
His rationalism supports all the ideas of the Enlightenment that deny validity
to :QE or religion.'? For Freud, ontogeny recapitulates phylogeny, the life of
the :.E_Sm:mr regardless of religion or race, recapitulates the history of the entire
species. In his singleminded determination to keep social identity out of his
paradigm, Freud was unable to fully explain Lisa’s anxiety. More to the point
_Eﬁ.osmnﬂm; will show that two of her repeated hallucinations during maxcmm
R_m.:o:m with her anti-Semitic husband, falling from a great height and mourners
@::5.3 a landslide, both inexplicable to Freud, are premonitions of her death
at Babi Yar as a Jew. And her pain in her ovary and breast, far from being the
result ﬁw n.:n_mﬁ family drama, are premonitions of her suffering as part of a
collective identity, as a Jew, the victim of history, social hatred, the brutality
o*,. mm:.o‘EE.w:. That which Freud so systematically denied in his life and in his
memm::m Bﬂroﬁ_m is the very thing that is mysteriously associated with Lisa the
Jewish victim, not Lisa the hysterical female. *“What torments me, ’ writes Lisa
to Freud, the man of science who claims not to judge his patients morally, “‘is
whether life is good or evil.”” Lisa’s life, as we see it in the next section, the ,Wmcm
Yar chapter, is part of a moral universe, not a psychological one. _

1 he BIAICS OF INGITQUON T LAVEL LRUITIWS D L LIE ¥Y L LA o

The penultimate chapter, “The Sleeping Carriage,’” has been the source of
most of the controversy about the book. Objections to this chapter are moral
and generally focus on one of two related areas: plagiarism or the deliberate
fictionalizing of factual accounts of atrocity which Thomas himself implies is
indecent. For his liberal borrowing from Kuznetsov 's docurnentary account of
Babi Yar, Thomas is accused of plagiarism; indeed the Times Literary Supple-
ment responded by conducting a symposium on that subject. Irate readers ac-
cused him of failed imagination at the most critical moment of his novel.
“Should the author of a fiction choose as his proper subject events which are
not only outside his own experience, but alse evidently beyond his own
resources of imaginative recreation?”’ writes one such reader. “The words
given to Thomas’s fictional heroine are hers (Dina Pronicheva’s),”” writes
another, “‘and no writer has the moral right to take the experience of a real
human being and attach it, for his or her own ends, to a made-up
character . . .Fact and fiction, reality and unreality, do not blend this way.”"
Thomas’s reply to charges of artistic wealkness and the use of actual testimony
in fiction is sharp and to the point. “I could have changed the order of the
words, but that would have been untruthful. The only person who could speak
was the witness.”"'* But *“Mr. Thomas’s high-sounded defenses,’” another let-
ter writer puts it, do not excuse what he calls “plagiarism admitted in advance,
which insults literarure and makes mugs of publishers and reviewers.”’!"

Now plagiarism, as Harold Bloom rightly pointed out in the symposiurm, is
a Jegal matter rather than a literary one. In this definition of the term, Thomas
is innocent for he has violated no copyright laws. But in another sense, legal
borrowing with appropriate acknowledgement can still be morally suspect for
it makes use of someone else’s efforts and exertions. When Thomas is accused
of plagiarism this must be what the accusers have in mind, coming, as we all
do, from a culture that stresses individual unigueness and originality and that
believes in compensation and recognition commensurate with expenditure of
iabor. But whose efforts has Thomas exploited? Since Kuznetsov claims that
his book is not a fiction but rather a compilation and reconstruction of
documentary material, Thomas cannot be said to have turned to another’s fic-
tional invention in place of creating his own. He can be accused of using a
historical document in a fiction in place of a recreative imagining of that
event, but the immorality of creating fiction about human suffering for which
historica! documents already exists is Thomas’s point artistically and moral-
ly. One could accuse Thomas of naivete in his definition of history, given
Kuznetsov’s method of recording and reconstructing narratives after conver-
sations with eyewitnesses, but that would not affect Thomas’s statement about

the just artistic response to what he calls “‘unimaginable suffering.’’

Behind the charge of plagiarism lies the assumption that our efforts and in-
ventiveness belong to us, just as behind the charge of fictionalizing the factual
fies the assumption that our suffering and pain belong to us and should not be
borrowed and used in another’s imaginary invention. To put it another way,
while pain can be imagined artistically, fictions about factual accounts of
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human m:._,moanm betray those who suffer, either by creating an object of beau-
ty m:m_ enjoyment out of another’s pain or through fictionalizing, calling into
question the “‘reality’’ of the pain having ever occurred. To act upon the
former argument, the creation of beauty based upon the suffering of others
would mean to erase most of the great literature of Western civilization. mcm
most critics who condemn fiction writers for using holocaust materials do not
say that documented suffering cannot be the subject of art. They rather single
out this horror, the holocaust, as being forbidden territory for art because of
its unprecedented scale of atrocities. There is a danger here as well, for it
means to privilege and even to sanctify the holocaust among human tragedies;
it mmmmmma a perverse sense of being chosen and an insensitive ranking of vic-
timization. More to the point is the argument against fictionalizing holocaust
accounts because the recording of facts in this generation is stifl in progress
and in light of charges that the holocaust itself is a tabrication, wmncozm:mmm
accounts cast doubt on the existence of the actual events. In this argument,
Thomas is guilty of calling into question the validity of Dina Pronicheva’s ac-
count by giving her documented experiences to a fictional character, to Lisa
Erdman. The irony of Thomas’s achievement is that in his desire to preserve
:.:w record of what actually occurred, even a mediated and reconstructed ver-
sion, he is accused of betraying that reality. Furthermore, it is his refusal to
@n:w Dina her account of her own suffering by recreating her experience fic-
:mu:m:w that caused him to borrow the textual passages leading to the charge
of plagiarism. In this case, Thomas is more vigilant about the possible in-
decency of using someone else’s pain for the sake of art than he is about using
someone else’s efforts, i.e. plagiarism. In his final reply to his critics in the
Times Liferary Supplement, Thomas writes,

[In Chapter V] my heroine, Lisa Erdman, changes from being Lisa an
individual to Lisa in history—an anonymous victim. [t is this transition,
reflected in style as well as content, which has moved and disturbed many
readers. From individual seifexpression she moves to the common fage.
From the infinitely varied world of narrative f iction we move to a world
in which fiction is not only severely constrained but irrelevant.

At the outset of Part V, the narrative voice is still largely authorial
A.::Em: affected by Pronicheva’s tone) because there is still room for fic-
tion; Lisa is still a person. But gradually her individuality is taken from her
on that road to the ravine; and gradually the only appropriate voice
becomes that voice which is like a recording camera; the voice of one who
was there. It would have been perfectly easy for me to have avoided the
no,mm:u::w of such attacks as Kenricks's through some specious ‘‘im-
aginalive recreation,’” but it would have been wrong. The witness’s
testimony was the trug voice of the narrative at that point: ““[t started to
get dark,” etc. This is how it was—for all of the victims. It could not be
m:.ﬁaa. The time for imagination was before; and, in my novel, after. Im-
agination, at the peint quoted by Kenrick, is exhausted in the effort to
take in the unimaginable which happened.'®
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It should be apparent that I acquit Thomas of the first charge—he did not
plagiarize by any stretch, or should 1 say contraction, of the imagination. He
borrowed from acknowledged sources because he wanted to be acquitted of
the more serious charge—fictionalizing the factual. Here Thomas demon-
strates his profound desire to preserve factual truth by withdrawing as story-
teller and fiction writer. The impulse to do so is commendabile in light of the
present urgency of recording what actually occurred. By insisting that here the
“recording camera”’ takes over, he expresses his desire to do away with con-
structs, while in practice he continues to depend on narrative constructs,
because he has no choice other than silence. Dina Pronicheva’s account, he
implies, is as close as we can get to the truth, but it too falsifies in its narrative
coherence, its sequence, and in its being shaped by Kuznetsov. What is worthy
of respect in Thomas’s approach to this problem is his awareness of it, visible
in the deliberate rupture in the fictional text. He does not go so far as to
declare a temporary moratorium on fictionalizing, as others have done,
because he understands how difficult it would be to fix the border between
fact and fiction. But he recognizes the moral imperative to seek such a boun-
dary and then to use fiction to impress upon us the magnitude of the loss at
Babi Yar by recreating imaginatively the /ives of those who died, but not their
deaths.

Thomas does fictionalize in **The Sleeping Carriage™ for the purpose of his
artistry. For example, because he wants to prepare the reader for the mystical,
otherworldly final chapter, he gives his Babi Yar victims the false hope of a
rumor that they are to be transported to Palestine. There is no evidence that
such a rumor ever existed. Indeed, there is evidence to the contrary.'” Fur-
thermore, the particular fictional circumstances of his character’s death, the
jackboot crashing into her left breast and left pelvis, becomes the final ex-
planation of Lisa’s mysterious symptoms—not neurotic manifestations of a
traumatic event in her personal, familial past but mysterious prefigurings of
her fate as part of the collective tragedy of the Jews. History supplants
psychology.

As this depiction of the holocaust denies the privileged role of psycho-
analysis as a way of knowing mankind, the narrative seems to move toward its
end—Lisa at the bottom of a pile of corpses, “‘a quarter of a million white
hotels in Babi Yar.”” “The soul of man is a far country, which cannot be ap-
proached or explored. Most of the dead were poor and illiterate. But every
single one of them had dreamed dreams, seen visions and had amazing ex-
periences, even the babes in arms (perhaps especially the babes in arms). . .1f

Sigmund Freud had been listening and taking notes from the time of Adam,
he would still not fully have explored even a single group, even a single per-
son.”” Psychoanalysis, that “great and beautiful modern myth,”” in its desire
to transcend the boundaries dividing mankind, in its paradoxical romantic
faith in self-discovery through reason, through sanctifying therapy, has no
answer fo organized evil. And the preoccupation with the self apart from col-
lective identity finally appears, in this book, to be precious, both cherished but
also overly refined and delinguent in social responsibility.
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Thomas did not end the book with Lisa’s death at Babi Yar (although many
readers have wished that he had). Perhaps because he felt that it would be too
dark altogether to leave her at the bottom of the ravine, or perhaps because he
wanted (o demonstrate our drive to give meaning to events even so horrible as
that, our propensity to place such horror into a coherent narrative. It is our ir-
repressible desire for endings beyvond the finality of the death of individuals
that Thomas demonstrates for us fictionally in that last troubling chapter,
when he steps beyond the territory of most novel writers, taking the risk of
depicting life after death. The corpses in the ravine, according to Thomas,
buried under the concrete and steel designed to erase their slaughter, have
“nothing”’ to do with what he calls ““the guest, the soul, the lovesick bride, the
daughter of Jerusalem.”

In *“The Camp,” the final chapter, Lisa arrives in a cloud of dust at a settle-
ment near a sparkling casis in the desert where immigrants live in tents, learn
Hebrew, and seek missing relatives. Lisa’s death, then, has been a visa to a
world beyond, to a heaven that not only is a messianic vision in the terms of
Labor Zionism, but is a happy revision of history in that Richard Lyons (are
we to read Lionhearted?), the English licutenant, welicomes thousands of im-
migrants and directs the operation of erecting tents to house them. Reminisc-
ing about the white hotel with Lyons, who remembers it as a beautiful place,
Lisa glances at the dunes around her and sees it as equally beautiful. Palestine,
then, is a return to the white hotel with scenes that echo the Gastein journal,
but it is, of course, a collective return to the mother, the homeland as an
answer to the homeless persecution that precedes it.

Yel “The Camp’ is not only a Labor Zionist dream of redemption, life
after death as a people. Thomas presents us with three possible conclusions to
three of the many possible narratives of Lisa Erdman’s life. One I have
already mentioned—a narrative of Jewish history that sees the rebirth of na-
tionhood as collective redemption, the holocaust as a tragic iesson about the
failure of Emancipation, Rationalism, the so-called Enlightenment to solve
the ‘‘Jewish Probiem.”’ In this reading, the determining factor in Lisa Erd-
man’s tife is Jewish identity, the very experiences that she hid from Freud. But
the camp is also a mystical return to the white hotel in psychoanalytical terms.
Despite the horrors of history and mass suffering, the belief in the possibility
of fulfiliment of desire, of uninhibited love, of a place where Lisa can be both
child at her mother’s breast and can suckle her own mother—this belief
redeems. In such a narrative of Lisa’s life, as the psyche on a sacred voyage of
selfdiscovery, psychoanalysis and its sanctification of the quest for self is the
longed-for beyond. Lisa realizes in retrospect that Freud was the kindly priest,
the spiritual guide, in her journal account of the white hotel. Freud’s theory,
itself a product of the Jew’s belief in reason and enlightenment, coexists with
the Zionisi alternative that calls it into question. And coexisting along with
these is a camp in which virgin birth takes place, fishermen congregate near a
lake, her mother claims that she is not in the lowest circle, and the sun seis
forming the likeness of a rose—in short, Dante’s Christian soul redeemed
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through faith and love, <Wherever there is love in the heart,” declares Lisa,
£ i e of salvation.” .
ﬁmwnmhw%mwm provides us with coexisting Em.oaomwnm_.‘ psychological, mda
theological endings to three ways of c:amnﬂ.m:a_.um the life and mn.mﬁ: of H_ww
Erdman. Lisa’s spirit has immigrated to the idyllic landscape of . The wo.sm 0
Songs,”” a text that Thomas quotes liberally no doubt vanmcmm its meaning is
determined by frames of reference similar to those which he employs. It has
been read as a personal quest, that is an erotic search for the loved one, as the
love of God for the people of Israel, and as the love of God for the Church or
istian soul.
?Tﬁw MMMH o_wm__l:oamm,m endings, however, is satisfactory. H:m. camp has not
healed Freud, who appears as an old man with a cm:.a_mmoa jaw, m_@:m and
silent—a fallen hero, like the silent Achilles, proud and incommumngative m<m,=
in death. The miracle of virgin birth is reserved for a pet Emmnor.msa Israel’s
tents, shining in the moonlight, are under EM .wﬂ::w mwm of the British and un-
any Arab opposition or wars of InGependence. ) )
ﬁoﬂmnm””m%mﬂﬂw:mu” each _.owmnann of familiar narrative, is com.: mmasnn?m for its
beauty and alienating for its parodying of that beauty. /.zo give meaning to our
lives, Thomas implies, through narratives, but the a.mm;m for n.o:nno:H stories
also keeps us from truth, as each of Thomas’s narrative modes is mccco.:nﬂ by
the one that follows it. To see Lisa’s death %ocm: :.a lenses of Zionism,
psychoanalysis, or Christianity is to invest it with rneaning H:m._“ staves off the
darkness of the Babi Yar ravine—and the inadequacy n.; these ?o:og.a to come
10 terms with mass suffering is conveyed in The White Ecﬂmﬁ. a m_m:os that
advertises its own inadequacy at each step mda even questions its moral
responsibility to the unstoried dead. In The White mcﬁmm aesthetic mﬁmaaﬁn%n
the question of failed imagination and the use of msmuzﬁa s efforts, U_mm_m:mj.
are inextricably linked with moral codes, Em question om.%m.cmm of another’s
suffering. In its painful seif-awareness, It Q_me&.m, disorients, .m_,cm:mﬁmm»
moves and engages us—and in its tentativeness, 1t rings true.

Lafayette College
FEaston, Pennsylvania
Tel Aviv University
Ramat Aviv, Israel

NOTES

1. It was published in the magazine New Worlds.

i { : j Novel, trans. David

3. Anatoli Kuznetsov, Babi Yar: A Documen! in the Form of a A v
Fioyd (London: Jenathan Cape, 1970). Kuznetsov has asked :_m.: the English
translation be considered the authoritative HE‘ because o.m the mmm_m:o:m and com-
promises that mar the Russian text published in the Soviet Union.




3,

4.

¥.

10.

14.
15.
16.

LT S UFREF FRLEE LE) TN T ULE VD I CLP R MO

For a summary of recent books on holocaust literature see David Roskies, “The
Holocaust According to the Literary Critics,”* Prooftexts: A Journal of Jewish
Literary History, Vol. 1, No. 2, May 1981.

For a discussion of this subject, see Lawrence Langer, The Holocaust and the
Literary Imuginarion (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1975); Alvin Rosenfeld,
A Double Dyving: Reflections on Holocaust Literature (Bloomington: Indiana
University Press, 1980); Edward Alexander, The Resonance of Dust: Essays on
Holovaust Literature and Jewish Fate (Columbus; Ohio State University Press,
1979); Sidra DeKoven Ezrahi, By Words Alone: The Holocaust in Literature
{Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1980).

. All quotations are taken from D.M. Thomas, The White Hotel (New York: Viking

Press, 1981).

*.. .80 far as my experience hitherto goes, these scenes from infancy are not
reproduced during the treatment as recollections, they are the products of
construciion.” )

Sigmund Freud, “The Case of the Wolf-Man,” trans. James Strachey, in The
Wolf-Man ed. by Muriel Gardner (New York: Basic Books, 1971), p. 194,

In Freud’s discussion of infantile neurosis in the case history of the Wolf-Man,
he examines the entire question of primal scenes and their relation to fantasy.

. Sigmund Freud, Dora: An Analysis of @ Case of Hysteria (Now York: Macmillan,

1963), p. 27.

For an analysis of Freud as a novelist see Steven Marcus, *“‘Freud and Dora: Story,
History, Case History,” in Representations: Essays on Liferature and Society
{(New York: Random House, 1976).

. Freud's tentativeness about his conclusions is examined by Marcus in his study of

the Dora case history.

Philip Rieff, Introduction to Dora: An Analvsis of a Cuase of Hysteria, p. 16.

. For the effect of Austrian politics on Freud’s professional life, see “‘Politics and
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relation to the primal conflict between father and son, Freud gave his fellow
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The Paradox of the Narrative Styles
in Chaucer’s Clerk’s Tale

Stephen Manning

Whatever their ultimate verdict on the artistic merits of Chaucer’s Clerk’s
Tale, critics have often pointed to problems in the style of the tale: they have
spoken, e.g., of the differences between the literary sophistication of the
fourteenth-century author and the style of the traditional folk materials which
are the poem’s ultimate sources (Utley, 216-17); they have commented on the
disparity between the style of the tale proper and that of the Envoy (Ruggiers,
225); and they have discussed whether the Envoy is the Clerk’s or Chaucer’s
(Allen and Moritz, 193). What critics have recognized, then, is three overlap-
ping but distinct styles in the tale: a traditional folk style, a more sophisticated
literary style, and a third style markedly different in tone from the other two.
Chaucer’s mixture of these three styles has undoubtedly been responsible in
part for the mixed critical reaction to the tale, for the distinctive characteristics
of each style do not always blend well with those of the other styles. For exam-
ple, the traditional folk style is discontinuous: events seem merely to happen
as they will, and motivation seems gratuitous. Such juxtaposition of coor-
dinate elements and the corresponding lack of subordination has led
medievalists to give the style various names: paratactic (Auerbach, 101-18),
additive (Robertson, 149, 179, 210), inorganic (Jordan, 6-9). The literary
style, by contrast, tends to point up a causal connection between events, and
to siate or at least suggest proportionate motivation for the characters’
behavior. In addition, it concerns itself with the emotional effect the situation
has on the characters, while the folk style relies on brief, generalized
statements (‘‘he was angry,’” “‘she was terrified’’). Northrop Frye has tagged
these two styles “‘and then’’ narration and ‘‘hence’ narration, respectively
(47). He also has noted a significant relationship between them: *In most
traditional tales that are reworked by great writers, what is traditional is the
‘and then’ sequence of events, and the writer himself supplies his own ‘hence’
connective tissue” (51).' Here we can detect a possible tension between the
two styles: the great writer may prove selective in his ** *hence’ connective
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16 Reading Philip Roth

was forgotten: Philip Roth the writer, who has been following the
lives of the great and the small, the quiet and the violent, with much
understanding. In their hearts, the prosecutors are aware that Roth
knows his characters intimately, and his writing reflects not a
rootless tale but rather a world well anchored in the contemporary
Jewish existence. The prosecutors knew this, but in spite of their
knowledge they rose against him with passionate anger that brings
to mind the ancient excommunicators.

The fight forgot the writer. Today no one points an accusing
finger at Roth as betrayer of Israel, but the sediments this
controversy generated have not yet disappeared. There are few
writers today considered to be Jewish writers; Philip Roth is one of
them. To underscore this fact, I would like to say that Roth has a
spiritual homeland whose roots are in the Jewish Newark. From
there they spread. It is obvious that he did not remain bound by his
locale; he distanced himself from it, as did Saul Beliow and Bernard
Malamud. Yet Roth’s devotion to roots made possible his flights of
imagination and success as a novelist.

It is a pity that his works have had to stumble over so many
misunderstandings, especially misunderstandings with his Jewish
brethren. The one small consolation — and one which is not very
convincing — is that most of the tribe’s writers, and often the very
best ones, have never harvested too much joy from their fribe.

Translated from the Hebrew by the editors.

AL
| 3

From Newark to Prague:
Roth’s Place in the
American-Jewish Literary

Tradition
HANA WIRTH-NESHER

In The Anatomy Lesson, the central character of Philip Roth’s trilogy
Zuckerman Bound comes into his inheritance. Right after his mother’s
death of a brain tumour, her neurologist hands Nathan Zuckerman
a white piece of paper on which one word appears in his mother’s
handwriting, her response to the doctor’s request that she write her
own name. The word is ‘Holocaust’, and Nathan notices that it is
perfectly spelled.

This was in Miami Beach in 1970, inscribed by a woman whose
writings otherwise consisted of recipes on index cards, several
thousand thank-you notes, and a voluminous file of knitting
instructions. Zuckerman was pretty sure that before that morning
she’d never even spoken the word aloud. (p. 477)!

As the neurologist is uneasy about throwing it away, he passes it
on to Nathan who cannot discard it either. It is a legacy alien to his
experience and incomprehensible; a scrap of paper both portentous
and incidental. His compelling need to preserve it serves as an
emblem both of Roth’s relationship to his Jewish tradition and of a
significant portion of what has come to be called Jewish-~American
literature, :

Definitions of Jewish-American literature abound, mmmu.babm

»with Malin and Stark’s landmark essay in 1964 in which the Jew is
seen to be an existential hero and therefore a modermn Everyman.® In
a thesis that rapidly became a trend, the Jew is singled out, because
of his victimisation, uprootedness, and history of suffering, as the
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18 Reading Philip Roth

most apt symbol for humanity in the twentieth century.” Jewish-
American fiction, argued Malin and Stark, tends tobe about seeking
home (as a result of mass immigration), about the conflict between
fathers and sons (cast in terms of generation conflict brought on by
immigration), about coming to terms with history (caused by the
awesome scope of the jewish past), about dualities {chosen by God
and rejected by the Gentiles), about the heart (suffering as initiation
into humanity), and about transcendence (through humanity not
God). Since ali literature of the West tends to be about the longing
for ‘home’, the conflict between parents and children, the individual
in the face of history, duality, suffering, and transcendence, the
only conclusion that one can draw about Malin and Stark’s formula
is that of Shylock, ‘If you prick us, do we notbleed? Il Jews are men,
and all men are Jews, there seems to be little point in discussing
American-Jewish literature.

Several years later, Malin pursued the implications of his
definition in a theological approach to the subject. Jewish-American
writers, he argued, ‘are made crusaders hoping for a transcendent
ideal. Malin continued to see Jewish literature in a religious
perspective, ‘Only when a Jewish writer, moved by religious
tensions shows “‘ultimate concern” in creating a new structure of
belief, can he be said to create “Jewish literature”.”* It would seem
for Malin that a religious impulse linked with individualism and
anti-traditionalism make for. Jewishness. Continuity through
discontinuity. :

While not everyone agreed with Malin’s stress on religion, other
critics sought the Jewish elements in universal terms as well.
Theodore Solotareft, for example, defined Jewish-American writing
in a thematic and moralistic framework. In Malamud, Roth, and
Bellow, Solotareff identified the theme of suffering leading to
purification: "There is the similar conversion into the essential Jew,
achieved by acts of striving, sacrificing, and suffering for the sake of
some fundamental goodness and truth in one’s self that has been
lost and buried.”® As it would be problematic to argue that the
ennobling of suffering is a Jewish concept, or that ‘the moral role
and power of the human heart’ are attributes distinguishing
Judaism from other moral systems, the moral approach is hardly
more enlightening than the religious one.

As early as 1964, when the sanctity of the melting pot was being
replaced by pluralistic and ethnic ideals of American culture,
Donald Daiches doubted whether American-Jewish writing really

Koth 1t the American-jeunsh LIterary truwiiion 12

amounted to a movement. ‘The American-Jewish writer has been
liberated to use his jewishness in a great variety of ways, to useit not
aggressively or apologetically, but imaginatively as a writer probing
the human condition’, but he denied that extreme sensitivity was
enough to qualify as a criterion for distinguishing Jewish-American
literature from any other corpus.® That same year Allen Guttmann
limited Jewish-American literature to a transient social and
historical phenomenon, to documenting the immigrant Jews'
conversion to other passions - Communism, capitalism, and
secularisation. Assimilation, he argued, was inevitable and
imminent.”

The most vociferous and sensible objection to existing definitions
of Jewish- American literature has been that of Robert Alter: ‘It is by
no means clear what sense is to be made of the Jewishness of a writer
who neither uses a uniquely Jewish language, nor describes a
distinctively Jewish milieu, nor draws upon literary traditions that
are recognizably Jewish.” For Alter, unless a writer’s imagination is
impelled by a consciousness of Jewish history, such as that of Kafka,
there is o case for labelling him as Jewish. Admitting that there is
‘something presumptuously proprietary about the whole idea of
sorting out writers according to national, ethnic, or religious
origins’, Alter sees Jewish-American literature as one that informs
the reader ‘of the precarious, though stubborn, experiment in the
possibilities of historical continuity, when most of the grounds for
continuity have been cut away’.®

‘Tradition as discontinuity’, Irving Howe’s summation of what
constitutes the Jewish-American novel, turns Alter's observation
into a dictum. Howe's corpus for this genre has been the literature
of immigration, and as he has tended to see immigrant
neighbourhoods as a kind of region, Jewish-American literature is
for him a ‘regional literature’ focusing on one locale, displaying
curious and exotic customs, and coming as a burst of literary
consciousness resulting from the encounter between an alien group
racing toward assimilation and half-persuaded that it is
unassimilable. Drawing a parallel with American Southern writing,
Howe has noted that a ‘subculture finds its voice and its passion at
exactly the moment that it faces disintegration’.”

By the time Jewish-American fiction was legitimised to the extent
that a full chapter was reserved for it in The Harvard Guide to
Contemporary Writing {in an ill-conceived project that distinguishes
among Black Literature, Women's Literature, Experimental Fiction,
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and Drama), MarcShechner had abandoned any attempt at defining
what he went on to describe under the title of ‘Jewish Writers'.
Cautiously and defensively, Shechner admits that ‘neither “Jewish
writer” nor “Jewish ficton” is an obvious or self-justifying
subdivision of literature, any more than Jewishness itself is now a
self-evident cultural identity”. Nevertheless, Shechner chronicles a
"historical fact’ - that many American novelists happen to be Jews —
and he invokes the Jewish writer as a ‘convenient shorthand for a
feature of the literary consensus that we want to examine but are not
yet prepared to define’. '’

Jewish-American literature, then, has emerged as a recognisable
corpus of work in the American literary tradition, although criteria
for admission into this canon remain problemalic, as recalcitrant as
criteria for determining definitions of Jewishness itself. Where is
Philip Roth in a tradition as tenuous and difficult to pin down as this
one? For a large number of his Jewish readers, Roth started out asan
enfant terrible and matured into an informer. His writings have been
called vulgar, vicicus, and stereotypical of anti-Sernitic lore. He has
been accused of unfocused hostility and self-hatred. In his repeated
self-defences, Roth has portraved himself as a victim of incompetent
readers, philistines, impervious to irony and artistry. In his zeal for
self-justification, declaring that he never received a thank-you note
from an anfi-Semitic organisation or that his stories were not likely
to start a pogrom, he occasionally became as single-minded about
the processes of culture formation as his readers had been about the
status of art. With implicit analogues to Joyce, Roth has depicted
himself as an artist rebel, unfettered by social restraints and
collective anxieties. The task for the Jewish novelist, he has argued,
‘has not been to go forth to forge in the smithy of his soul the
uncreated conscience of his race, but to find inspiration in a
conscience that has been created and undone a hundred times over
in this century alone’.'' Despite his resistance to the label of
Jewish-American writer, he has reviewed his own work in relation
to other authors regularly included in that corpus. For example, he
linked Portnoy’s Complaint with Bellow’s The Victim and Malamud’s
The Assistant as ‘nightmares about bondage’. The novelistic
enterprise in such books, he explained, ‘might itself be described as
imagining Jews being imagined, by themselves and by others’. In
"Writing about Jews', Roth recorded what was ‘once a statement out
of which a man might begin to construct an identity for himself: Jews

are people who are not what anti-Semites say they are’.’ From which one
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can deduce that Roth would see Jewish writing as literature that is
not what American Jews say it is, namely that renunciation, being
Jewish, must be the inevitable subject of any fewish literature.

Roth'’s early works, before he embarked on the long journey from
Newark to Prague, are records of the last stages of the immigrant’s
assimilation into American life. From Goodbye, Columbus to Portnoy’s
Complaint, much of his writing documents the second and third
generation of Jewish-Americans, well ensconced in the suburbs, the
university, the army, and other American institutions, yet haunted
by a tradition they do not understand and cannot abandon.
‘Defender of the Faith’, set in the American army, is exemplary for
measuring the distance between Jewish literature of the immigrants
and that of their sons and grandsons. Jewish immigrants from
Eastern Europe would have regarded the army as does one of
Sholem Aleichem’s characters, Shalom Shachnah, in the comic story
‘On Account of a Hat'. Borrowing from the tall tales of the Chelm
repertoire, Sholem Aleichem describes a rattlebrained Jew on his
way home for Passover who takes a nap in a railway station and
upon awakening accidentally grabs the hat of a high-ranking army
official instead of his own. When the conductor escorts him to third
class, he reads his obeisance as mockery, as no Jew could be
expected to be treated so deferentially. Only when he catches a
glimpse of himself in the mirror does he realise what happened - the
peasant boy he paid to wake him, he reasons, must have wakened
the army officer instead! The story is spun around the shtetl Jew's
anxiety at being mistaken for a Gentile and the impossibility of
reconciling the army attire with Jewish identity. It brilliantly
embodies the total separation of Shachnah’s life from that of the
Russian culture around him, the very unimaginability of
assimilation.

In marked contrast, ‘Defender of the Faith’, removed by several
generations and set in America, records the anxiety of a Jewish army
officer about being singled out as a Jew in the American army. One
of Sergeant Nathan Marx’s Jewish privates, Sheldon Grossbart,
blatantly exploits his Jewishness to weasel out of his responsibilities
in the army. As a result, Marx is caught between the expectations of
Grossbart that he will abide by the collective loyalties of a minority
and not betray him, and the expectations of his equally obnoxious
Superior Captain Barrett, who, in an anti-Semitic diatribe, praises
gmwx for his assimilation and loyalty to the army. When Grossbart
invokes the persecution of the Jews and the invidious complicity of
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self-hating brethren in order to plead for a weekend pass on
religious grounds, Marx relents. But when Grossbart brings back a
Chinese eggroll from what wag to have been a Passover seder, Marx
has Grossbart’s sole exemption from the Pacific deployment
revoked. Nathan Marx is ‘Defender of the Faith’, but which faith?
Did he defend the faith from the abuse of religious charlatans like
Grossbart? As Grossbart and Barrett are equally reprehensible,
Marx finds himself in a position of dual loyalty, and although one
can argue that he sought a just position regardless of American or
Jewish allegiance, it would not be interpreted as such by either
Barrett or Grossbart, and the vindictiveness of his action, the
exaggeration of his response to Grossbart’s misdemeanour, is
indicative of how excruciating it is for him to be on the cutting edge
of these conflicting loyalties.

In ‘Eli the Fanahc’, the smooth assimilation of second- and
third-generation Jews into the upper-middle-class suburb of
Woodenton is threatened by the infiltration of obtrusive orthodox
immigrants, including a yeshiva for orphaned refugees from the
displaced persons camps after the Second World War. Eli Peck,
appointed to represent the community in its campaign to keep this
blight from their sanitised idyll, offers his tweed business suit to one
of the black-garbed newcomers so offensive to Woodenton. Finding
those black garments deposited at his doorstep, he cannot resist
wearing, them himself. Loping across the manicured lawns of his
neighbours’ on his way to the hospital to see his first born son, he
vows that he will pass the same black garments on to the next
generation, Treated like a madman by the hospital attendants, Eli
screams ‘I'm the father!, an affirmation of both his familial role to
the newborn and his role as purveyor of the ancestral line. But the
response of suburban America to so far reaching an outcry is to tear
off the troublesome jacket and administer a sedative. ‘The drug
calmed his soul but did not touch it down where the blackness had
reached.”®

These two early stories embody the Jewish elements in his fiction
up to the publication of Portnoy’s Complaint: they are both chronicles
of the drama of assimilation several generations removed from
immigration, and also tales of near-pathological allegiance to a
collective past that has no meaning for Roth’s protagonists other
than an emotional knee-jerk brought on by any reference to Jewish
persecution, particularly the Holocaust. Both ‘Defender of the Faith’
and ‘Eli the Fanatic’ concern the Second World War, and each of
these protagonists assumes extreme behaviour to protect his only
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connection with the Jewish people, identification with their
suffering. With the publication of Porfnoy and Alexander Pormoy’s
endless and outrageously comic complaint about the crippling
effects of Jewish psychic baggage on his sex life, Roth finally turned
the “nice Jewish boy’ into a pathological joke. ‘T am the son in the
Jewish joke — only it ain’t no joke! . . . who made us so morbid and
hysterical and weak? . . . Is this the Jewish suffering used to hear
about?’ By depicting narcissistic Portnoy, intent on blaming all of
Jewish history, of which he is mostly ignorant, for his inability to
lead a life of pure pleasure, Roth made himself vulnerable to
moralistic attacks on his alleged self-hatred and vulgarity. The
outburst of rage occasioned by the publication of Portnoy was a
turning point in Roth’s career. From then on, Roth’s art began to
turn inward so that the drama between the Jewish writer bent on
freely expressing his desires in his art and his moralistic readers bent
on denouncing him becomes the central subject of his fiction. And
when his art begins to turn in upon itself, it also moves toward a
more complex identification with jewish life. Roth has himself
admitted that this is the case. ‘Part of me wishes the misreading had
never rmﬁﬁm:mﬂﬁ but I also know that it's been my good luck; that
the opposition has allowed me to become the strongest writer ]
could possibly have been. In fact my Jewish detractors insisted on
my being a Jewish writer by their opposition.’ 14

How is this translated into his work? Roth has always been a
comic writer with a moralistic streak, preoccupied with the relation
between the carnal and the spiritual. Nathan Zuckerman, the
writer-protagonist of Roth’s most recent works, the Zuckerman
Bound trilogy, is a comic author experiencing writer's block,
exacerbated by his mother's legacy to him, the scrap of paper with
the word ‘Holocaust’ on it. Symptomatic of the relation of the
Jewish-American writer to recent Jewish histery, it has a grip on the
writer's conscicusness disproportionate to its meagre presence in
his own life. One word on a scrap of paper invokes guilt and anxiety
powerful enough to further paralyse Zuckerman. The Jewishness in
Roth's more recent writing goes beyond chroricling the last stages
of assimilation {as in Goodbye, Columbus), by taking the form of a
vaguely felt duty to identify with the most recent Jewish past,
namely the Holocaust. Roth’s work is marked by the discomfort of
the American Jew who has never suffered as a result of his
Jewishness, but is heir to a tradition that, from his point of view, is
characterised by suffering. While he had already explored this
theme in earlier works such as ‘Defender of the Faith” and “Eli the
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Fanatic’, his more recent fiction has an additional dimension, the
discomfort of the Jewish-American author, particularly the comic
writer, committed both to his art and to some identification with the
suffering of his fellow Jews.

Roth’s artistic strategy for dealing with his dilemma begins to
become evident in 1973 with ‘1 Always Wanted You to Admire My
Fasting; Or Looking at Kafka'. It is a daring essay in which he first
documents Katka's life, largely from the point of view of his “habit of
obedience and renunciatior’, and then writes an imaginative life of
Kafka as the road not taken, of Franz Kafka not dead of tuberculosis
and enshrined as a world-wide synonym for modernism, but
surviving the war as an unknown Hebrew-school teacher in New
Jersey, underpaid, and still practising renunciation. It is told as a
reminiscence from the point of view of the child who remembers
him as the Czech refugee with the formal bow who courts his
spinster Aunt Rhoda, but never marries her. When the courtship
comes to a tearfu} end after a weekend trip to Atlantic City, the
narrator’s brother explains that his aunt’s tears have something to
do with sex. The story closes with a stormy confrontation between
the adolescent narrator and his father, paralleling the reverse of
Kafka's relation with his father: ‘Others are crushed by paternal
criticism — 1 find myself oppressed by his high opinion of me!
Having left home, he receives a letter from his mother with Katka's
obituary thoughtfully enclosed that describes him as ‘a refugee from
the Nazis’ with no survivors, who died at the age of 70 in the
Deborah Heart and Lung Center in Browns Mills, New Jersey. ‘No,’
reflects the narrator, ‘it is simply not in the cards for Kafka ever to
become the Kafka ~ why, that would be stranger even than a man
turning into an insect. No one would believe it, Kafka least of all.”**

In this four de force, Roth attempts to do what he strains for in ail of
his recent work, to strike a balance between the Jewish writer’s
moral impulse to draw on themes from his people’s recent suffering,
and the artist’s insistence on creating in his own terms, in this case
his comic mode; and furthermore, while he dees draw on his own
experience as an American Jew for his fiction, he also draws on the
more compelling drama of his fellow Jews in Eurcpe which naturally
overshadows his miseries, always threatening to belittle his own life
and to render it pitifuily inauthentic. One of his strategies is to bring
that history closer to home, to rescue Kafka and place him on his
own turf in New Jersey, thereby domesticating and deflating what is
awesome in its own context. In one respect, this denial of the
Holocaust, which always acts as a standard by which to measure
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American-Jewish history of the same period, restores to the
protagonist the legitimacy of his own family dramas and sexual
problems. But by beginning his text with the actual recounting of
Kafka's life, he insists on the fictionality of his comic alternate
history which is drawn from a background similar to his own and
which pales beside the narrative of the ‘real’ Kafka. In the
juxtaposition of the two texts, ‘Looking at Kafka’ elegantly sets forth
the moral and artistic quandary of the comic Jewish writer in
America.

Moreover, as the immigration experience ceased to be the Jewish
element in his works, and his audiences began to blame him for
betraying Jewish experience with his ribald comedy, Roth has
continued to seek the artistic means to remain a Jewish writer
without admitting to the charges levelled against him. To do so, he
has had to see himself as part of a Jewish literary tradition. Without
the benefit of writing in Hebrew or Yiddish, so that the language
itself would be a purveyor of a literary tradition, he has identified in
Kafka a literary father, his European alter ego, the writer who bridges
both Jewishness and Western modernism and who is locked into a
battle with his father that takes on mystical and mythic proportions
in his art. But the real Kafka is an overwhelming father-figure both
in terms of the drama of his own life and the place he now occupies
in the post-Holocaust view of that life and art. 50 Roth can claim him
as a literary father and then minimise that threat by making Kafka an
unpublished author, a pathetic elderly man with comic elements,
the subject of mockery by his Hebrew school pupils. This leaves
room for Roth's life and art, while also diminishing it. .

Roth repeats this strategy several years later in The Ghost Writer,
when he brings Anne Frank to New England, the road not taken had
she not walked down that road to Bergen-Belsen, In The Ghost
Writer, the first book in the trilogy Zuckerman Bound, Nathan
Zuckerman’s fantasies about a young woman named Amy Bellette
as the real Anne Frank made up a story within the story, and those
fantasies contribute to the self-referential theme of the young artist
who must vindicate his life and art before his family and
community. Nathan’s two fantasies are:

1. That Anne Frank, learning of her father’s survival and the
publication of her diary by a chance reading of Time, chooses
not to be reunited with him because she is convinced that
knowledge of her survival would diminish the power of her art
and the message it brings to the world. She has drawn this
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conclusion from sitting in the midst of a weeping matinee
crowd at a Broadway performance of The Diary of Anne Frank.

2. That Amy alias Anne falls in love with Nathan, making it
possible for Nathan to be vindicated spectacularly by his
family. ‘I'd like you to meet my wife, the former Anne
Frank.'

The Ghost Writer, then, is a sophisticated and richly structured
response to Roth’s critics who accuse him of betrayal in that he poses
questions about the nature of American-Jewish identity through a
tale about the nature of art and life. Just as Roth has deliberately
projected his own problems onto Nathan, Nathan has projected his
own wishes and identity onto Anne/Amy. Nathan imagines that
Amy is Anne in order to be reconciled with his own father. But he
also identifies with Anne for she is an artist who has willingly
sacrificed her own bond with her father for the sake of her art. Thus,
Amy is the paragon of both Jewish suffering and of renunciation at
the holy altar of art. She is both artist and Jewish saint. If Nathan
married her, he would become an accomplice in her secret scheme te
preserve the memory of the Holocaust for readers like his own
parents, while they, ironically, could still consider him a traitor to
the Jewish community. Both Nathan and Anne, in his fantasy, are
artists sacrificing personal happiness for their art, except that
Anne's art is seen as holy in his community and his as profane.

Asin "Looking at Kafka’, the implications of Anne Frank's life for
the Jewish-American comic writer are neutralised by bringing her to
the American scene and turning her into a college. girl infatuated
with her professor, and as in the Kafka story, it has the opposite
effect of dramatically contrasting the world of Roth’s fiction with
recent Jewish history, turning the Jewish-American wnter's
problem into the central issue of the fiction. Roth raises the very
complex issue of the morality of using the Holocaust, a symbol of
collective trauma, as a social tool, to bludgeon the Jewish artist inte
restraining his imagination for the sake of ‘the common good’, or as
an artistic tool to invoke sympathy from a critical audience by
offering up one of its most sacred subjects.’®

In The Anatomy Lesson and The Prague Orgy, the third novel and
epilogue of his latest work, Zuckerman Bound, the search foraliterary
father in the context of being a Jewish-American writer is developed
even further as Nathan Zuckerman inherits that scrap of paper
with the word ‘Holocaust’ on it. In The Anatomy Lesson, Nathan
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Zuckerman is incapable of writing any more fiction, as he is
suffering from severe pain of a mysterious origin. His sole quest in
that work is relief from his paralysing and undiagnosed ailment.
Life under the influence of this disease is a parody of wish-
fulfilment: confined to a mat on the floor, Nathan is catered to and
entertained by a variety of beautiful women. Nathan begins to
believe that his agony is self-inflicted, the product of his guilt about
his writings, ‘penance for the popularity of Carnovsky . . . for the
family portrait the whole country had assumed to be his, for the
tastelessness that had affronted millions and the shamelessness that
had enraged his tribe. . Who else could have written so
blasphemously of Jewish moral suffocation, but a seif-suffocating
Jew like Nathan?’ (p. 440).

Nathan Zuckerman comes to the conclusion that he can no longer
write because he has lost his subject: A first-generation American
father possessed by the Jewish demons, a second-generation
American son possessed by their exorcism: that was his whole story’
(p. 446). In this summation, Roth has located his own movement
away from the subject of Jewish-American fiction that marked some
of this own earlier work. Having left behind the fiction of
immigration, he takes up the subject of the reception of that fiction,
turning the drama between writer and audience into the moral
dilemma of the Jewish writer in America, suspecting the legitimacy
of his own private anguish when contrasted to that of his fellow
Jews. Confronting the issue directly, Roth parodies Zuckerman’s
suffering while underscoring its debilitating effects. For a while
Nathan considers basing his next fiction on the past suffering of his
Slavic lover, Jaga {in a manner similar to Sophie’s Choice in which
American writer Styron invents a Slavic World War [ victim in order
to write about experiences alien to his own life).

But he couldn’t get anywhere. Though people are weeping in
every corner of the earth from torture and ruin and cruelty and
loss, that didn't mean that he could make their stories his, no
matter how passionate and powerful they seemed beside his
trivialities. One can be overcome by a story the way a reader is,
but areader isn’t a writer. . . . Besides, if Zuckerman wrote about
what he didn’t know, who then would write about what he did
know? Only what did he know? The story he could dominate and
to which his feelings had been enslaved had ended. Her stories
weren’t his stories and his stories were no longer his stories
either. {p. 544)
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To do penance and to bring about his own healing, he decides to
abandon his writing career and become a healer himself. Viewed by
the same audience that roundly condemned his writing, Nathan
Zuckerman's desire to become a Jewish doctor would be supremely
ironic and a posthumous victory for his parents, whose son’s
literary successes earned him what he believes to have been a
deathbed curse from his father, and what surely would have been a
blessing had he been a penitent medical student years before. But
Roth does not give Zuckerman’s community that satisfaction. On
his way to medical schoel, Nathan launches what is first a practical
joke and then an obsession - he presents himself to strangers as
Milton Appel, pornographer. As Appel is the ¢ritic who has been
most vociferous and persistent in his moral diatribes against the
writer {Zuckerman’s Irving Howe), Nathan can take revenge by the
same tactic, public shaming. Nathan socn warms to the prank,
however, and begins to identify with Milton Appel the
pornographer, so that by the end of the book he is suspended
between the two extreme identities that his community and tamily
have forced upon him all along: the good doctor and the evil
pornographer. Even a medical degree will not erase his having been
the author of Carnovsky, nor is that necessarily what he wants.

The Anatomy Lesson ends with Nathan as a patient, not for the
mysterious pain in his shoulder, but from the injuries incurred
attacking a friend’s father as the old man laments the end of his line
because his adopted hippie grandson is ‘everything we are nof,
everything we are against’. Zuckerman accosts Freytag with ‘What
do you see in your head? Genes with JEW sewed on them? s that all
you see in that lunatic mind, the unstained natural virtue of Jews’
(p. 668). His own father dead, Nathan lunges at Freytag, ‘the last of
the fathers demanding to be pleased’, intending to kill him.
‘Freytag! Forbidder! Now I murder you!” (p. 669). Suffering takes on
a different dimension for Nathan when he is recuperating in the
hospital, for among the cther patients he comes face to face with
genuine physical pain and the disfigurement of disease.
Zuckerman's craving for a real enemy and for a therapeutic mission
peaks in what he perceives to be the universality and very literalness
of disease — and he’d given his fanatical devotion “to sitting with a
typewriter alone in a room!” (p. 697). Yet the book ends without that
resounding conviction, for Zuckerman roams the hospital corridors,
‘as though he still believed that he could unchain himself {rom a
future as a man apart and escape the corpus that was his’ {p. 697).
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Zuckerman can escape neither the corpus of his own ageing body,
Yeats's spirit chained to a ‘dying animal’, nor the corpus of his
fiction, the testimony of his having set himself apart and
undoubtedly a cause of his pain.

In Roth’s fiction, the Jewish-American writer cannot alleviate the
anxiety provoked by his inheritance of that scrap of paper with the
awesome word on it by relocating and neutralising the Jewish past
on his own territory (‘Looking at Kafka’ or The Ghost Writer), or by
avoiding art altogether and redirecting his passion into the art of
medicine. He will have to relocate himself, and since he cannot
return to the past, he can only travel to the scene of that past, which
for Roth is embodied in the city of Prague. This he does in the
Epilogue to the trilogy, The Prague Orgy, although he had already
made this journey in search of Kafka earlier in Professor of Desire. In
the Epilogue Nathan Zuckerman returns to a first person account of
his experiences as was the case in The Ghost Writer, and he travels to
Prague on a mission to retrieve the Yiddish stories of aJewish author
allegedly killed by the Nazis. The Epilogue is both a finale to the
Ziickerman trilogy and a coming together of Roth’s central motifs.
The goal of retrieving the fiction of a Jewish writer from anonymity
and seeing to their publication is a most appropriate action for a
Jewish-American author anxious about his link to the Jewish history
of loss and to Jewish literary fathers. It is alsc parallel to Roth’s own
goal of publishing the work of Eastern European writers in his
'Other Europe’ series.

A major effect of his helping to reconstruct a lost literary tradition
is that it may provide a literary father for Zuckerman/Roth. The
Epilogue is haunted by three literary fathers — Katka, Roth’s literary
alter ego whose uncertain identification with his own Jewishness and
comic treatment of alienation is most compatible with Roth’s
sensibility; Henry James, Roth's American predecesscr, whose
self-consciousness about the place of the artist and preoccupation
with the interpretation and misinterpretation of fictional texts
influenced Roth’s exploration of the same motif; Sisovsky, the lost
Yiddish writer (in this case a fabrication of Roth’s), whose absence
haunts the post-Holocaust Jewish writer. The Jamesian influence in
Roth’s work is evident in his allusions to The Middle Years in The
Ghost Writer and to the variation on the The Aspern Papers in The
Prague Orgy. In neither James’s nor Roth’s tales about literary
retrieval do the literary narrators actually get hold of the papers they
are after, and in each case they court a woman in order to procure
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the manuscripts. But Roth’s version is a reversal of James’s, for in
The Aspern Papers the woman rebuffs the narrator and destroys the
papers; in The Prague Orgy, the woman propositions the narrator
who rebuffs her, while she hands over the papers only to have them
confiscated by the Czech police. In Roth’s version, then, political
forces come into play. Moreover, in James's version, the papers are
letters and the narrator is a literary critic prying into thelife of a poet,
while in Roth’s version, the papers are works of fiction and the
narrator is a writer himseif, torn loose from the kind of clear literary
tradition that James enjoyed.

The epilogue also draws on another of Roth’s central motifs, that
of trading places with another. In a new twist, Sisovsky remains in
America and Zuckerman actually goes off to Prague to wrest the
papers from the hands of the Czech author’s wife, Olga. In an
especially telling reversal of Roth’s own fiction, Zuckerman
contemplates making love to Olga as a means toward retrieving a bit
of Jewish literary history, as opposed to Jewish history acting as a
psychic obstruction when it comes to the goal of unrestrained
sexuality. Sisovsky and Zuckerman both share the frustration of
scandalous receptions of their books, and Sisovsky insists that the
weight of stupidity, in the case of Zuckerman'’s readers, is heavier
than the weight of banning. Zuckerman disagrees.

When the Jewish-American writer trades places with the Jewish-
Czech writer in search of a literary father, he must finally skirt real
danger. Apprehended by the Minister of Culture and deported as
"Zuckerman the Zionist agent’, Zuckerman is forced to turn over the
shoe box full of manuscripts — “Another Jewish writer who might
have been is not going to be; his imagination won't leave even the
faintest imprint’ (p. 782). Each of the several crimes which
Zuckerman is accused of committing is punishable by sentences of
up to twenty years. Fora moment, Zuckerman can feel whatit might
mean to have historical and political forces shape hislife, butheis no
martyr, and he only meant to trade places temporarily. While Roth
explores the road not taken in America for Jewish figures like Kafka
and Anne Frank, Nathan Zuckerman walks the road not taken only
up to a hint of real danger. Like Bellow, who made his journey to
Israel to record the drama and the price of Jewish continuity in To
Jerusalem and Back without ever sharing the vulnerability he
describes, it was time to go back. But back to where? Back to what he
calls the ‘national industry of the Jewish homeland, if not the sole
means of production (if not the sole source of satisfaction), the
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construction of narrative out of the exertions of survival” (p. 761).

By the beginning of the twentieth century American literature
was reflecting a change in national consciousness in its stories of
returning East rather than heading westward. Philip Roth’s long
odyssey from Newark to Prague is also a turning point in the
Jewish-American literary tradition, for it marks the passage from a
literature of immigration and assimilation into a literature of
retrieval, of the desire to be part of a Jewish literary legacy alongside
the European and American literary traditions. Roth’s strategy for
locating his fiction in such a tradition is to turn the denial of his work
by many Jewish readers into his theme, to trace his own moral
dilemma as a Jewish-American writer compelled to treat recent
Jewish history in his fiction (often by trading places), and to carve
out a literary tradition by drawing on Eastern European
predecessors. At the end of the Zuckerman Bound Eptlogue, Nathan
is left without a real or literary father, without a family, and without
a home. Roth’s intensifying preoccupation with the self-reflexive
theme of his work’s reception and with his own identity as a Jewish
writer is narcissism turned moralism. These last works face the
plight of the Jewish writer cut locse, as he is, from linguistic,
religious, or cultural continuities, but seeking a literary tradition.
They also signify, often elegantly, the impossibility of Philip Roth’s
not being a Jewish writer, given his need to document imaginatively
every comic and tragic nuance of his own displacement.
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The Shape of Exile in Philip
Roth, or the Part is Always
Apart

MARTIN TUCKER

Recently I took my mother to one of several doctors she is now
obliged to visit because of a serious illness. This physician, an ey«
doctor examining her for damage caused as a result of her diabetis
condition, asked her to 'have a goad look” at him. She said, “‘Why
are you good-looking?’ Her wit broke him up (and surprised me
who had always regarded everything about her as heavy-handec
and fingering), and he smiled. She went on to ask him, “Are yot
married, doctor? When he said yes, the next question wa:
inevitable, though she delayed it for several catches of breath. Wit
as little trace of significance to innuendo as she could muster, she
asked, ‘Are you Jewish, doctor?’

‘Why, don’t I look Jewish? What do you think?’, the docto:
replied.

Now it was my mother’s turn to smile.

This incident is characteristic of any number of Jewish-Americar
writers, but the presence of a profoundly invidious mother (anc
father) in the story-telling is indissolubly (and indissoulably
Rothian. As Joycean and Freudian as he can be (without being
either, ultimately, but only himself searching for the whole o
himself}), Roth includes a mother and father in practically every

novel he wrifes, and the abiding love/hate, difficulties/sustenance

the hero has in the course of his encounters with them. (I an
excluding his two novels where the central character is a heroine
and where the modus vivendi is essentially atypical of Roth
Significantly the heroines in both these cases are Gentiles, and the
Jewish motifs of guilt and affection in their peculiar guises are absen
from the two works. Again, significantly, these are the only twc
novels of Roth that are called ‘serious’ or at least not customarily
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