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Foreword

It was in Albuquerque, in 1985, when he was visiting us in the company of his alert, knowledgeable wife, Millicent, of Korean extraction, that Mario Materassi, professor of American literature in Florence and Italian translator of my only novel, urged me to bring out a collection of my short pieces: people were curious to know what had happened to me, why I hadn’t written another novel, why I had ceased to write. Besides giving some indication of how I fared in the interval of fifty years, the pieces were interesting in their own right. Those were Mario’s arguments.

I was opposed. I saw no reason why I should publish a bunch of random pieces of various literary value, and some with no pretense to it at all. But Mario had a vision of the whole that I in my slow fashion had not comprehended—and I only began to when he said he would include in the compendium my very first printed piece of prose, “Impressions of a Plumber,” printed in the City College of New York Lavender during my freshman year of college and written as a required freshman term paper. It was then I realized what his purpose was: nothing less really than to exhibit the continuity within the desolating discontinuity of the frustrated writer’s existence—and to show the development that had taken place over all those barren years. He would do this by providing a connective tissue: commentary, interview, reminiscence. He would accomplish something that I had not been able to accomplish, because I had been disabled by that very same discontinuity. In carrying out his purpose, he would be presenting my particular plight, yes, but only as a special case of a quite prevalent one—I called it plight; blight would have been a more fitting word, the blight that befell a whole generation of writers who came of age in the thirties, some before, some after, the blight of the one-book or one-trilogy syndrome, followed by creative decline, or even by creative desuetude. I gave my consent.

I think Mario has accomplished what he set out to do. By the setting in which he has placed these short pieces, he has provided an aperture into the workings of a sample imagination, trapped in what appears to have been a widespread collapse of creativity. In my own case, I seem finally to have attained a restoration of some kind, out of which I can again write. But I am eighty years of age. It took a great deal of forgetting and relearning, of perceiving anew. My contemporaries, people often more talented than I was, weren’t so fortunate in having such long lives, in having a mate, both gifted and caring, who helped one survive—and in having a devoted surrogate son like Mario to assemble the fragments.

The book is primarily Mario’s, not mine. It is a unique document. It provides insight into the state of mind of a whole generation of talented men and women in literature—and very likely in the other arts as well—who suddenly, after a brief spurt of creativity, lost identity, lost certainty, lost faith, lost bearings. Mario Materassi has furnished us with a sketch of an ambivalent and often anguished period, one that we were not able to record ourselves.

Henry Roth
1987


Life and Art in Henry Roth

An Introduction to the Paperback Edition of Shifting Landscape

Henry Roth doesn’t sound mournful when talking about his years of artistic desolation and obscurity, only about the pain he suffers from rheumatoid arthritis. The bones of his wrists and hands are distorted and in places his skin is badly discolored. The disease has also caused his left foot to swell to nearly twice its normal size. A toe has been amputated. He must use a walker, which he calls “my tricycle,” to go from room to room in his house in Albuquerque, New Mexico. Getting into cars and dealing with stairs is a slow and difficult business. If he falls, he says, he couldn’t stand again without help. He depends on drugs like Percocet in order to do his writing, but they aren’t always effective, and he can’t predict how bad the pain will be from one day to the next. That makes him say, “I’ve lived too long.” Five times in recent years he has had to be taken to the hospital in emergencies. There are days when even the delicate resistance of the keys of his computer is unbearable.

Yet since 1979 Henry Roth, a writer who is as famous for his agonizing case of writer’s block as for his legendary novel, Call It Sleep, has defied his physical and psychological afflictions and worked on a vast project of autobiographical fiction called Mercy of a Rude Stream, which includes six books. Roth has completed all six, each with a separate title, totaling 3,200 pages. The first of these, A Star Shines Over Mount Morris Park, published by St. Martin’s Press in January 1994, is the first novel by Henry Roth to appear in the sixty years since Call It Sleep was published in 1934, when Roth was twenty-eight years old. The announcement of a new Roth novel amazed his admirers. It was like hearing that Ralph Ellison has published a new novel over four decades after Invisible Man or J.D. Salinger was preparing a sequel to The Catcher in the Rye. That Roth had written anything at all at this point in his life, and in his condition, is more amazing still, especially when you consider the immensity of his project.

Call It Sleep, which evokes immigrant life in New York City at the turn of this century, contains dramatically magnificent characters who linger, dreamlike, in the memory for years. The novel is further distinguished by Roth’s innovative use of language, mixing street talk, polite conversation, and graceful renderings of Yiddish and Hebrew into English. The achievement, which is at once beautiful and highly realistic, remains unparalleled in the realm of ethnic literature. There is no style called Rothian, but there are surely hundreds of writers who have been inspired by Call It Sleep. Perhaps thousands more have been haunted by Roth’s career, wondering if they too would be unable to write a second book.

Over the sixty years that Roth battled his afflictions, which were spiritual as well as physical, he wrote and published a number of short stories and essays, but they were so infrequent that many of his readers have long thought him dead. His only appearance in hardcover since Call It Sleep was this particular volume, Shifting Landscape: A Composite, 1925–1987, which was first issued by the tiny Jewish Publication Society in 1987.

Shifting Landscape, excellently edited by Mario Materassi, who is a professor at the University of Florence and Roth’s Italian translator, is a complete collection of Roth’s shorter writings, interspersed with personal commentaries taken from interviews and letters. Considered as a whole. Shifting Landscape reveals the broken line of Roth’s literary career, and it is accompanied at every point by his reflections on art, politics, himself, and his relation to writing from its beginning when he was a freshman at City College through the years when he began to work on Mercy of a Rude Stream. The book also tells us about Roth’s family, his jobs, and his travels.

One sees how Roth gradually, and without being fully conscious of it, returned to a point in the 1930s, after the publication of Call It Sleep, and managed to write the second novel he feels he should have written then, but which, as he says in Shifting Landscape, “was never written because Marxism or Communism fell like a giant shunt” across his career. The natural successor to Call It Sleep, he believes, should have been a continuation of the seven-year-old David Schearl’s journey to maturity. Instead, Roth committed a kind of artistic suicide by trying—and failing—to write a proletarian novel. The opening section of that failed novel is included in Shifting Landscape; the rest of it was burned.

Despite his physical condition, Roth’s mind is clear and quick, and he has good days when he moves more easily, his color is fresh, and he talks about driving his car, which he quit doing three years ago. When I came to Albuquerque in the spring of 1993 to interview him, he asked me whether I was staying in town, how much it cost, and what I do for a living. I began to feel he’d get my number before I got his. He joked, he told stories, and his memory was excellent. Even on the not-so-good days his dark brown eyes, magnified by thick glasses, appeared intensely receptive, rich with inner life and the curiosity of a much younger man. The expression might even remind you of the profoundly observant David Schearl.

Roth intended Mercy of a Rude Stream to be published posthumously, if at all, but after the deaths of many people he writes about, including his wife of fifty-one years who died in 1990, he felt free to publish without causing embarrassment to anyone who might recognize himself or herself in the work. Muriel Parker Roth, a pianist and composer, studied with Nadia Boulanger and Roger Sessions. She met Mr. Roth in Yaddo, the artists’ colony in Saratoga Springs, New York, in 1938 and they married a year later and moved to Maine. During their years there, she stopped composing. In an unpublished journal from 1956, Roth reflected on their situations as artists:

You’re licked. Your wife knows you’re licked. She said so long ago, she said when you asked her do you think I’ll ever write again, Honestly, what do you think? She said, after weighing the thought: No, I don’t think so, hon.

No, I don’t think so, hon. I don’t think so, hon.… I don’t think so forever. Then what will I do with my thoughts. Flush them down the johnny, of course.

Let it all be leaked out by the rains and the ground water: images, memories. What are you kicking about: she gave up her music, as graciously, one might say, and as dignified, fine and final a way as one might ask of any human being in the world.

When Call It Sleep was reissued in paperback by Avon in 1964, it sold over a million copies, and its success enabled the Roths to travel abroad and to move to Albuquerque, eventually settling in a mobile home fourteen feet wide and sixty feet long. He worked at his writing at one end and she worked at her music at the other. When she died, Roth tried living in a retirement home, but found it intolerable. A year later he bought a house that he shared for several years with Felicia Steele, an honors graduate in English at the University of New Mexico, and her boyfriend, Brian Errett, a computer technician.

Errett taught Roth how to use a word processor when his disease progressed and he could no longer type. Later, Errett began working for Roth, maintaining his files. When Roth’s secretary left Albuquerque, Errett suggested that Felicia might be a good replacement. She was a high school student at the time. “Only a child,” Roth says. But she began working for him and he became very dependent on her. Eventually, Felicia knew better than he where everything was among his copious papers. She also knew how the man she refers to as “Mr. Roth” writes.

She says he begins with small factual events, then imagines their emotional consequences and finally gives them an imaginative expression that may be far from the original events. She says the process is like the way he thinks about matters of daily life, turning things over and over, wondering what would the consequences be of a decision if this happens or that happens. He did the same with decisions in her own life, raising doubts and worries that she’d never have considered. “I have to tell him, ‘Stop, or you’ll jinx me,’” she says. Roth was saddened by her departure for graduate school.

Roth’s rambling white stucco house has a cupola, an enclosed porch with exposed beams, and rooms with ornate moldings carved in the shape of leaves or flames. There is an abandoned swimming pool in the backyard, largely hidden from the street by a cinder block fence and by trees, among them a giant cottonwood, which is an indigenous feature of the flat, sprawling city. The adobe hues of many building are a sentimental reminder of a desert that has been made garish by car lots, hotels, shopping malls, restaurants, housing complexes, churches, and highways.

Roth prefers Albuquerque to Santa Fe, where he and his wife had first considered living, because Albuquerque is more “gritty.” To the east of his house rise the blue-brown Sandia Mountains. They hover along the horizon like a sublime manifestation of another world. To the west lies the Rio Grande, which winds for twenty-two miles through the endangered remnants of a lovely cottonwood forest in the center of the city. The river, culverts, arroyos, and canals in Albuquerque claim many lives every year by drowning. River banks collapse, there are flash floods, and people get caught in quicksand. About a hundred feet from Roth’s house, at the corner of a wide, busy avenue, is a Pizza Hut directly opposite a McDonald’s. Amid such incongruities-heavy traffic, violent water, desert heat, fast food, big dramatic sky-Henry Roth, who was born in the Ukraine and grew up on the Lower East Side of Manhattan, has been at work on his new autobiographical fiction, Mercy of a Rude Stream.

The title is from Shakespeare’s Henry VIII (Act III, Scene 2). It refers to a once proud life that has fallen from the high waves of oceanic public attention into turbulence, which is reminiscent of Roth’s own life in the years of Call It Sleep and afterward. The coincidence in the name Henry seems intentional, but Roth laughs when you ask about it and says that hadn’t occurred to him. Besides, he doesn’t at all think of himself as a king, and is modest, even self-diminishing in conversations. He does, however, acknowledge a “messianic strain” in his character, which is both political and prophetic. The strain is evident in certain of his writings, particularly the forthcoming novel, but it was already intimated in Call It Sleep, in the mystical passages at the end.

Call It Sleep is mainly about David Schearl’s relation to a mother he worships and a father who is icily distant, extremely irascible, and subject to fits of brutal rage. In the family’s tenement apartment and in the streets, David encounters a psychologically complicated world in which almost everyone he meets seems intimidating, or more knowing and effective than himself. Even his darling mother, who carries something secret and mysteriously erotic from her past, affects David with nameless apprehensions.

Roth returns to the subject of a boy and his mother in Mercy of a Rude Stream, but the boy is three years older and vulnerable to strong sexual forces that in one scene make undeniable and horrifying the unconscious, incestuous direction of his feelings. It is the sort of material, Roth says, that he “evaded” in Call It Sleep, but engages in his new novel and the ones that follow. He thinks his inability to deal with this material, which he calls “sordid,” partly accounts for his difficulty in writing the novel that might have been the sequel to Call It Sleep.

Roth did not intend Mercy of a Rude Stream to be understood as a sequel. Indeed, he called it “a negation of Call It Sleep,” though once again we are among the immigrant Jews of New York in the early years of the century. The neighborhood is not the Lower East Side but the Harlem of the Jews, Italians, and Irish. There are several new characters in the hero’s family, and the mother and father are significantly different. The boy is called Ira, not David, and he does not possess David’s exquisitely innocent sensibility. Ira is also intellectually more complex. He thinks about how his mind works-how it makes an inference, how it learns the meanings of words-and he knows that he has the verbal powers and poetic intuitions of a writer.

Ira appears simultaneously in two forms in the novel, one as an adolescent whose life is the main story, the other an old man. The older Ira, who is writing this book about himself as an adolescent, is, like Roth, crippled by rheumatoid arthritis and married to a woman he calls M. Again like Roth, the older Ira reflects on his failure to have written this book earlier, and he bemoans the loss of much of his past, the memories of experiences that are so valuable to his writing. Despite the resemblances, Ira is Ira, and he cannot be reduced to an older version of David Schearl or, for that matter, to Henry Roth.

The problematic matter of “self-identity,” which is Roth’s term, has persisted through his writing and his life, and it is discussed several times in Shifting Landscape. He mentions, for example, the division between his personal life and his sense of social obligation, or the division between his life as a writer and what might have been a normal, ordinary life. He says, “I was always writing … and it was that which impaired my value to others, in personal relations, in business relations, and in any other kind.” (92) When talking about his literary desolation, Roth mentions the Blakean polarities, or the war in which the Synthetic or creative force is defeated by the Analytic, but, unlike William Blake, Roth is never obscure or difficult to understand. Whatever he talks about, he strikes toward the same convincing plainness, and he moves so easily from concrete to rarefied matters that one understands him while hardly noticing the transition between levels of mind. This is, perhaps, Roth’s most familiarly Jewish characteristic, a sort of conversational assumption that things can be made plain to virtually anyone, regardless of how complex. One remembers that Roth has worked as a teacher of Latin and mathematics.

With its mixture of stories, interview, and letters, Shifting Landscape anticipates Roth’s new novel, where writing and life are made to seem one continuous thing. By blurring the distinction and letting them flow into each other, it appears that Roth has discovered a psychological resolution to his problem of self-identity, or at least a literary freedom unavailable to him before. What is factually true in Mercy of a Rude Stream and what is imagined can never be completely known, but the combination of true and imagined gives the novel its radically personal effect. It might be compared to the essays of Montaigne, where storytelling, self-analysis, literary allusions, politics, and philosophy are everywhere at play. Roth’s new novel offers more sustained storytelling than Montaigne, but he resembles him in his basic, stylistic inspiration, which Roth calls “aleatory,” or determined by chance.

When he talks about his failures and sterility in Shifting Landscape, Roth is more interesting than most writers who talk about their productive and successful careers. He returns frequently to crucial experiences of alienation, like his family’s move from the Jewish Lower East Side to Irish and Italian Harlem, which put an abrupt end to the eight-year-old Roth’s Hebrew studies, and was the beginning of the identity crisis that forms the basis of the new novel and that still causes Roth to question his life, his vocation, and his potential for happiness. He says, “Had I stayed there on the Lower East Side I’m sure I would have been a lot happier and I … might have been a rabbi-who knows? Or a good zoologist, had a happy Jewish family.… The point was I’d have rather been happy, no matter what, instead of this tormented life that I lived.”

Roth’s experience of alienation was repeated and exacerbated in 1927, when he was twenty-one years old and he moved away from his family to the Greenwich Village apartment of Eda Lou Walton, who was about twelve years his senior. Walton was a poet, a professor at New York University, and the center of a literary salon that included, among others, Margaret Mead, Louis Bogan, Leonie Adams, Hart Crane, Kenneth Burke, and Ben Belitt. In this brilliant and sophisticated company, Roth, a slum kid, seemed the least likely to write a book that would be highly praised, let alone endure.

In a letter to a friend in 1941, Walton described herself: “I’ve never had beauty. I’ve simply had moments of being tense and alive, which sometimes make one seem attractive.” She was also musically gifted, an academic prodigy, and a respected critic and scholar. Reading letters to Walton, almost all from men, one is struck by their feelings of deep friendship, as well as romantic passion. Roth met Walton through his friend Lester Winter, a student at N.Y.U. who was her lover. Roth recalls reading “The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock” while not far away Winter and Walton “petted on the couch.” In Shifting Landscape, Roth describes the psychological character of the experience:

…he heard amatory scuffle, rubbing of clothing, and squeaky bussing, like bottle corks drawn. What the hell difference what they were doing? What could they be doing? The momentous thing now, the crucial thing, was what was happening to him. Like another Dr. Jekyll he had deliberately submitted his impressionable, pusillanimous, amorphous self to an entirely new experience, to a rapture of disenchantment, a rapture of alienation–and like Dr. Jekyll, had become addicted. (197)

After a time, Roth replaced Winter on the couch.

Walton supported Roth before, during, and after the writing of Call It Sleep, and the novel is dedicated to her. “In addition to being in love with me,” Roth says, “and my being her child, as it were, the one she couldn’t have, she was a damn good judge of poems. She was no slouch at prose either, and that’s one reason for her continued support, I’m sure. I don’t know what would have happened if she had thought my writing was not of literary worth.”

In his concise, self-repudiating way, Roth talks about the Depression, when he began to write, a time precisely when self-expression seemed in conflict with social obligation. While many waited on bread lines, Roth, wearing fine English tweeds purchased for him by Walton, sat in her Village apartment reading T. S. Eliot and learning how to write a novel. He also “inflicted upon” himself, he says, the discipline of learning Greek, Latin, German, and Italian, and he could eventually read Homer and Dante.

Much is intriguing about the creative and destructive energies in the pedagogical-erotic romance of Walton and Roth, which he says he has discussed in detail in one of his forthcoming novels. That romance also was to involve David Mandel in a ménage à trois. Mandel, a Princeton graduate, labor lawyer, and a charming bon vivant, became part owner of the company, Robert O. Ballou, that published Call It Sleep. He later married Walton. Their marriage was unhappy and ended in divorce not long before Walton died in 1961, alone and sick in an apartment in Berkeley. Roth very much regrets that she hadn’t lived to see her faith in him confirmed by the success of Call It Sleep in 1964.

Influenced by James Joyce and Eliot, Call It Sleep appeared at the height of the Depression, when Socialist Realism was the latest literary fashion. Typical of the left-wing comment that greeted the novel was that of the Communist journal The New Masses: “It is a pity that so many young writers drawn from the proletariat can make no better use of their working class experience than as material for introspective and febrile novels.” Roth remembers being surprised when reviewers of the left attacked Call It Sleep while capitalist critics welcomed it with high praise. “That was a source of great chagrin,” he says. “I thought I was writing a proletarian novel.”

Soon after the appearance of Call It Sleep, the publisher went bankrupt, and Roth and his great novel were to fade from public attention until the 1960s. But even if there had been no other discouragements in Roth’s life, it would be understandable if the sheer literary achievement and the psychological cost of Call It Sleep had made it difficult to write a second novel. Still, in 1935, he began his second novel, intended to better please the Communist Party with a “portrayal of proletarian virtue.” Roth was then a committed Communist, actively carrying out assignments, once even getting beaten up while distributing leaflets to longshoremen.

Roth’s prospective editor, the celebrated Maxwell Perkins, read about seventy-five pages of the proletarian novel and gave him an advance. Most of the advance went to David Mandel because Call It Sleep didn’t earn enough to pay back his investment in publishing the novel. Mandel used the money to buy a new car. “The advance was a thousand dollars,” Roth recalls. “The car cost nine hundred.”

But then, with his proletarian novel underway, Roth experienced the first of several conflicts between his artistic instincts and his politics, and he couldn’t finish the novel. “You’re supposed to write, your ink is supposed to be a weapon in the class struggle,” Roth says, and he continues with a string of fragmentary recollections: “That’s where my second novel foundered. Here I took a proletarian–a rather colorful guy who was, indeed, a rogue, but ideal for my idealistic purposes–and then after Bud Perkins with his straw hat–I didn’t want to go on. I didn’t formulate to myself that this was a lot of crap-but damned if I could do it. Weeks passed, then months, then years, and a setback like that for a guy like me, it’s enough to shut him up indefinitely.”

I asked why European artists who were contemporary with him seemed to thrive as Communists while many American artists, himself included, were ruined by it. Roth replied instantly, “It was never as important to them.” Unlike American artists, the Europeans didn’t take Communism as a form of personal redemption, Roth says. European artists were also perceived differently. “If Picasso said he was a Communist–well, so he’s a Communist.” In other words, he’s Picasso, an artist. After that, he can say he is anything.

The late 1930s also marked another kind of rupture for Roth. He was to remain grateful to Eda Lou Walton, but he says her generosity reduced him to a kind of “infantile” dependence, which he sometimes also describes as “pathological.” He had to escape from her just as he had escaped from his mother. “I had come from a Jewish woman and her great maternity, her great feeling of protectiveness. I went right away to a New Mexican woman who was almost as maternal, if not more. Now, when in hell is this guy going to grow up? Hit the grid himself?”

Roth “hit the grid” in 1938, after leaving Walton for Muriel Parker. They were married in 1939 in City Hall by an Irish clerk. Muriel Parker was the daughter of a Baptist minister. Her parents pleaded with Roth to get some religious person to officiate, but he adamantly refused. Roth’s family wasn’t at the wedding. He says: “That was another foolishly wrong thing that I did-again shutting off the Jewish side of me … because I felt that it would be too much of a shock to have Mama there–you know, big, round Mama …who could just about speak English. And my father, the little waiter–I thought it wouldn’t fit, so they weren’t there.” He says they weren’t upset. “They knew I was crazy.”

The marriage lasted fifty-one years. In Muriel Parker, Roth had found another loyal, maternal woman on whom he could depend. She abandoned her musical career, worked as a schoolteacher, and raised their two sons. Roth began a life of hard manual labor. He returned to high school, became a machinist, and trudged down Lafayette Street in Manhattan knocking at factory doors, looking for work. Roth was a highly skilled precision tool grinder in New York and later in Boston, where he moved his family. In 1946 they moved again, to Maine, where Roth held such jobs as teacher, forest firefighter, plumber’s assistant, and attendant in an insane asylum (he says he was as insane as the patients). In 1953 he bought one hundred ducks and geese, and began selling feathers and preparing the carcasses for the table. Many readers supposed he was dead. He still refers to himself as “this dead author.”

In one of Walton’s letters, written to a friend in 1960, when Roth was in Maine, she says, “He cannot write, and calms himself and his depressions, which seem many, by studying not Greek, as with me, but math.” Roth says he used the textbook Calculus and Analytic Geometry, by George Thomas of M.I.T. He even sent Professor Thomas a letter “very respectfully” correcting some of the solutions. (“Who else would be crazy enough to do every problem in the book?” he says in his self-deprecating way.) To think of the self-taught Roth doing calculus problems might suggest something about his exertion, in the freezing and scary darkness of Maine, not to write fiction. But in a comment about mathematics in his journals, he says:

It has been a great, profound, even exalting experience, one of the most absorbing activities of my life. Tomorrow begins a review of Analytic Geo. and Calculus. Strange metamorphosis this, in the making, from an ex or frustrated novelist to a semi-pro in mathematics–and at age 52.

In the 1940s, just prior to the anti-Communist hysteria of the McCarthy era, Roth collected his journals and manuscripts and took them up on a little hill and burned them while his two small sons, Jeb and Hugh, watched. A few journals accidentally survived. He’d burned the rest, thinking it was all there was, because he no longer thought of himself as a writer, and also because he feared that his unpublished work contained self-incriminating political material. For the next sixteen years he published nothing. He asks, when I point this out, “How many years?”

Roth avoids the term “writer’s block,” preferring “literary desolation,” “desuetude,” “sterility,” or “a counterdrive not to write.” Occasionally Roth would publish something, including some stories for The New Yorker that he thought of as “an extension of Call It Sleep.” But for him such publications led to unbearable anxieties. He felt he was tailoring the stories for the magazine and that the writing lacked spontaneity. He also looked for work as a screenwriter, unaware perhaps that a screenwriter has less to do with spontaneity than, say, the mummies of ancient Egypt. One producer to whom Roth submitted Call It Sleep as a job application found the book loathsome and shoved it back across the desk toward Roth with the tip of a writing crop. As told by Roth, the story suggests a kind allegory of the Artist groveling before a Great Pig of Entertainment. He smiles wanly as her remembers the moment.

In 1960 Call It Sleep was published anew by a small press. Pageant Books, one of those bookstores along Fourth Avenue in New York that put out works under their own imprint. When reissued in 1964 as a paperback, it was hailed as a masterpiece by critics and sold wildly, but Roth remembers feeling “a strong sense of separation from the guy who’d written the book. I was glad to inherit it, but as far as being that guy I was somebody else.”

In 1967 Roth was in Mexico, undertaking his first major effort at fiction in many years, a historical novel about a Marrano (or cryptic Jew, in the time of the Spanish Inquisition. Part of it had appeared as a story in The New Yorker a year earlier. For Roth the subject marked the beginning of his return to the Judaism he had repudiated years earlier. He eventually abandoned the novel because, he says, he lacked sufficient scholarly knowledge. With the outbreak of the 1967 Arab-lsraeli war, Roth found his residual, diluted allegiance to the Communist Party, which supported the Arab cause, impossible to sustain against his growing concern for the state of Israel.

“I felt a great deal of dread,” Roth recalls. “I felt as if I were personally under attack.” He’d also begun to feel that he was “heading back to being a Jew.” He says it wasn’t a “return” to his religion but rather a “rational reunion” with Judaism, or his earliest self, and that it coincided with “a slowly awakening desire to write again.”

“Reunion” leads to writing again, but for Roth writing is a potentially alienating act since it “impairs” ordinary human relations. Stated another way, writing demands “a kind of detachment in which everything, including your own folk, become elements of art.” (170) Thus, Roth finds exilic pathos in what a writer must do for the sake of esthetic distance between himself and his material, his familiar place in the world, his home. “Language transmutes the dross of experience,” he says, but this entails the danger of separating the writer not only from dross but also things he might love, if only because his subject must acquire objective existence, in words, apart from himself.

Roth says he looked for a permanent home in the world of letters and compares his fate as a writer to that of James Joyce, the self-exiled Irish master. “From Ulysses I learned that you could take the sordid and squalid and make it into art,” he says. He also says, in Shifting Landscape, that Joyce ultimately turned his “dazzling virtuosity” into “a mausoleum to lie in.” In his language, then, Joyce went too far, making it into his ultimate separation from everything. In this regard, it is interesting that Roth notices that mors, the Latin word for death, is an acronym for Mercy of a Rude Stream, and he says that his house in Albuquerque is reputed to have once been a funeral home. When you are aware of this curious fact, Roth’s grimly amusing little phrase–“this dead author”–has uncanny appropriateness to his career.

He says that he has no literary vanity and he believes that in writing Call It Sleep he was possessed by the spirit of Jewish mysticism, though he was no longer an observant Jew. His Judaism was “ingrained,” he says, carried in his heart from the Lower East Side, and it “conferred a lingering unity” that sustained him in the writing of Call It Sleep. His Judaism let him feel whole, or “self-identical,” able to write authentically. Roth says that the novel seemed, if not exactly to write itself, to teach him to do it in the process of doing it. In effect, the novel made him a writer. In a sense, then, he takes no credit for it, but in discussing his later failures, he does not hesitate to invoke personal weakness, passivity, indolence, and psychologically crippling circumstances.

To put it too simply, perhaps, when Roth’s mystical state of mind, an aspect of his Judaic identity, lost out to Communism, he lost his art. Meanwhile, as the slum kid lying in the non-Jewish, maternal, generous arms of Eda Lou Walton, a supremely American woman from the Southwest, Roth simply couldn’t grow up. In the large pattern of his life, Roth repeatedly separated himself from places and identities in an effort to define himself; that is, to live or not to live the truth of Henry Roth. He left the Lower East Side, he left Judaism, he left Eda Lou Walton, he left his remarkable first novel, and he left Communism. But if Roth was involved with the forces that defined his era, he bears the stamp neither of his politics nor of its literary character. None of his contemporaries write as he does and few are as good. Even James T. Farrell would agree, but with a reservation. He said to David Mandel one night in a bar, “Roth has more on the ball than the rest of us, but he has no brains.”

Life and art for Henry Roth, in recent years, have been bitterly opposed because his arthritic condition makes the physical act of writing cruelly painful. And yet life and art have become absolutely inseparable in his work. In Mercy of a Rude Stream, he even speaks occasionally about his computer as the story moves forward. The concerns of immediate personal existence intertwine with autobiographical narrative, as if to say that now and then are simultaneous, and that to write is to admit, every minute, that one also lives. Hence, the aged Ira addresses himself in the novel, even urging himself, in a moment when he doubts whether to write about a certain event, “Put it in.” The effect is very different from the singular passionate force of Call It Sleep. As Mercy of a Rude Stream progresses, it tells far more than we yet know about the truth of Roth’s life, but it is a novel, not pure autobiography, and long sections of description and action emerge in which novelistic art–as opposed to factual truth–is triumphant.

Roth’s life and writing appear in Shifting Landscape, but they are clearly separated, and the interviews and letters frequently comment on the writing, as well as Roth’s failure to write. Thus, we may study the interplay of Roth’s creative and analytical energies, and perhaps discover how, despite his years of self-conscious sterility, he could flourish once again in fiction. It may seem, in order to live, or to grow up and be a man, Roth did not write. It must then seem, in order to live, he tried to begin writing again, and that his extraordinary new work is quite literally what he lives to write.

—Leonard Michaels
Berkeley, California
January 1994
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