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THE SMALLER THE GAP THE GREATER THE DISTANCE:
THE IMAGE OF THE WRITER IN THE NOVELS OF PHILIP ROTH

Fhe themes of Philip Roth's novels have always evolved with-
in a clearly recognizable assumption that culture and family
li1fe put often wunbearable pressures upon 8S8nsitive individuals
who, not to lose their sanity, resort to bizarre attitudes and
practices. With the publication of "My Life as a Man" (1974),
and the so called Zuckerman trilogy, which includes "The Ghost
Writer" (1979), “luckerman Unbound" {198l), “The Anatomy Les-
so0n" plus a short novella "“The Prague Orgy" (L1985%)., Roth, while
maintaining this basic premise, narrows it down to what it means
to be a writer living in today's United States.

After WWw 11 novels about writers have become more popular
and frequent in the United States than ever before. Nabokov,
Hellow, Mailer, Malamud, Styron, Updike, Heller, Roth, Barth,
Doctorow, +to mention only some of the best-known names, have
written important and memorable novels about lives of writers.
It seems that the image of the writer has become an almost obli-
gatory theme in American literature today, a kind of literary
myth, just as the life of the frontiersman was a myth 1in the
19th century, or as the Lost Generation writers® going to Eure-
pe, to escape America's philistinism, was in the 1920s.

Set against the recognizable background of contemporary Ame-
rica, this new myth, made out of the writers' own careers, is,
by its very nature, personal, self-centered, confessional. It
usually contains an implication that the veracity of what is
inside the novel is conditioned by, and a reflection of the no-
vel*s outside, that is the author.
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Tha life and career of Nathan Zuckerman, a8 Jewish American
noveliat, resembles Roth's own biography. Both were born in
Newark, New Jersey, in 1933. The novels that both wrote about
their Jewish backgrounds brought them fame as well as the an-
gry responses of those who see them as lampooners of thelr own
family and ethnic traditions. Their fascination with sex is si-
milar, too. Zuckerman's best-selling novel "Carnovsky" and
Ruth*'s "Portnay®s Complaint" are filled with explicit and exul-
tant confessions of adolescents. Both books made their authors
popular, financially secure and controveraial.

Those who look for meaningful relationships between the fic-
tional 2uckerman and the real 1life Roth in his latest novel,
“Ihe Counterlife" (1987), will, however, he baffled by the fact
that the character who, in the past, 3o convincinly resembled
Roth, lets it be known that there is falsity in the process of
@ writer's self-depiction.

Zuckerman, now in his mid-forties, still rich and famous
after the success of “Carnovsky" but "sick of old crises, hored
with old issues" wanting "“to break away from. the writer’s te-
dious burden of being his own cause" proclaims ways of using
his literary vocation as a means of renewing his 1life and art.
He believes that by "conjuring up” life's fictional alterna-
tives, detecting and playing with the existing subjective ver-
sions of reallity he can work out a creative and satisfying way
of "counterliving"”. His own life as a writer is to him an em-
bodiment of such an attitude: "“being Zuckerman is one long per-
formance and the very opposite of what is thought of as being
oneself", To dispel any doubt about this being a reflection of
the writer's own conflicts and contradictory perceptions of
himself, Zuckerman declares what might serve as the novel's
motto:

1 can only exhibit myself in disguise.
All my audacity derives from masks'.

UPh. Ro t h, The Counterlife, Farrar, Straus and Giroux,
New York 1987, p. 275.
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He is convinced that the processes that he recoynizes and
utilizes in his art are unknowingly employed by averyone:

The treacherous imagination 1is everybody'as maker - we are
8ll the invention of each other, everybody & conjuration con-
juring up everyons else. We are all each other’'s suthoraZ.

Zuckerman’'s aesthetlc and moral transformation, the tepla-
cament of the wold "artiflcial flction of being myself" with the
"penuine, satisfying falseness of belnp somebody elss" leads to
his rejection of the traditiomal cancept of the writer's con-
scious self. He believes he does not have, and 1s nmot willing
to "perpetrate" wpon himself what he sees as the "joke of a
aelf". What he possesses instead is "a variety of impersona-
tions”, “a troupe of players"” he can "call upon when a self is
required”. The whole Western idea of being divided in oneself
“as the opposite of mental health" seems to him erroneous be-
Cauze:

[...] there are those whose sanity flows from the conscious
separation of those two things. If there even is a natural be-
ng, an irreducible self. it is rather small, I thimk, and may
sven he the root of all impersonation - the natural being may
be the skill itself, the innate capacity to lmpersonated.

Consequently, people who consciously or unconsclously invent
reality's fictlonal alternatives, who "impersonate what they
think they might 1like to be, believe they ocught to be, or wish
to be taken to be" are authentic, mentally healthy.

Roth's speculations about the writer's ability to jupggle
with fiction and reality as well as his own image.are, in an
interesting and highly complex way cgflected by the plot and
the structure of ths novel.

"The Counterlife” consists of five parts or chapters con-
taining various versions of the same situstions. In part one,
Henry Zuckerman, Nathan's brother, who criticizes the writer
for defaming his family and the Jewish cultural heritage, has
a heart condition, yet refuses to take a medicetlon that would

2 Ibidem, p. 145.
 Ibidem, p. 320.
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rendsr him permanently impotsnt. A risky heart surgery is per-
formed but proves wnsuccessful, Henry dies. Mathan  attends
the funeral. In part two the same Henry survives the operation
but decides to abandon his wife and ghildren and settle in
Israel. Mathan visits him there and tries to dissuade him. [in
the way back, described in part three, Nathan i3 involuntarily
involved in an attempt to hijack the plane. In part four we
learn that it is Nathan who had a heart conditien and an ope-
ration that proved to be fatal. Atter his funeral Henry goes
throupgh the papers left by Nathan and i8 enraged to find there
a description of his own death and funeral. He destroys parts
of what was to be & book. The last part of the novel further
complicates the situation. Nathan did not die. After his trip
to Israel he joins Maris, a gentile Englishwoman. Having gain-
ed, after his visit to Israel, a strong sense’' of Jewish iden-
tity, he lets Maria know his displeasure with what he perceiv-
#s as her family's deep-rooted anti-Semitism. Maria, surprised
by Nathan's new obsession, and angered by his wuse of her in
his novel, which reduces har to "a series of fictive proposi-
tions", decides to leave both him and his unfinished story:

[...] I recognize that to be born, to live, and to die 13
to change form, but you overdo it... I can’t take a lifetime
of never knowing if you're fooling. 1 can’t be toyed with for-
ever..). I will not be locked into your head in this way. | will
not participate in this primitive drama, not even for the sake
of your fiction?®,

Nathan, in the last words of the novel, cautions her: "This
life is as close to life as you, and I, and our child can ever
hope to come",

That falsehood and fantasy may play an important part in
the process af a writer’s self-depiction, Roth has been in-
dicating since Nathan Zuckerman was first introduced in "My
Life as a Man" in 1974. 1lhe very structure of that book suy-
gests that Roth wanted to focus on the reiationship between the
wilter and his fictional image. [he narrative is divided linto
two sections, The first consists of two stories calleu “"Useful

— e S e —

lbicem, p. 312-315.
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Fictiona™ and deals wiih the adventures of a fictional novelist,
the very Nathan Zuckerman, the second, called "My frue Story”
is about the author of these slories, a young novelist, Peter
Tarnopol, on whose ostensibly “"true* 1life Zuckerman's fictional
adventures are based. What is interesting here is, that while
portraying Zuckerman Tarnopol consistently mixes his own c¢ha-
racteristics with features that are strikingly ficticious. So
dues Roth portraying Tarnopol. Consequently, the three authors,
sepgmingly similar, do not coincide with each other.

In his widely quoted essay published in 1961 and entitled
"Writing American Fiction" Roth accuses American novelists like
Bellow, Malamud and Styron of imaginative falsification of life,
of creating characters that exist outside social or historical
realities, of focusing on the "celebration of the self" which
is often "excluded from society, or ... exercised and admired
in a fantastic @ne“sm In "My Life as a Man", published about
thirteen years after "Writing American Fiction", Tarnopotl,
chagrined by his paychoanalyst's inaccurate evaluation of him-
self, discusses the importance of the writer's central preoccu-
pation, the self, in a way that seems to contradict Roth's
garlier views:

[...] his (the writer's) self is to many a novelist... the
closest subject at hand demanding scrutiny, a problem for his
art to solve - given the enormous obstacles to truthfulness,
the artistic problem. He is not simply looking into the wmirror
because he is transfixed by what he sees. Rather, the artist’s
success depends as much as anything on his powers of detache-
ment, an de-narcissizing himself. That's where the B%EitﬂMEﬁﬁ
comes in. That hard consciuos work that makes 1t art!

lo John W. Aldridge, Roth's determination in "My Life as
a Man" to "seek his subject through the exploration of the
self" is an example of how the author succumbed to the "errors

and evasions of artistic responsibility which he once detected
in the work of others". Aldridpge also accuses Roth of being caught

5 )
‘th R a t h, Reading Myself and Others, Farrar, Straus
and Giroux, Mew York 1975 (quotations from “Writing American Fic-
tion"), p. 117-135,

[ 4
. zﬂzph' Roth, MylLife as a Man, Corpi Books, London 1976,
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in the cunfusions of his theme, of having "no firm understand-
ing of what his novels are supposed to mesen”, of not knowing
how "to discover and pessess @ subject™. Aldridge says:’

[...] the problem with Roth Js that he cannot function as
his own psychiatrist. He cannot find the meaning of his an-
guish or his anger: hence, we cannot. All he can do is talk,
talk, talk, sometimes brilliantly, sometimes tedlously, but al-
ways towsrd a point that i3 never reached because it does not
exist. What he is wup tg really is - to use his own phrase - a
form of literary onanism’.

There has been a profusion of Roth's "talking” about writ-
ing since Aldridge wrote these words more than a @OZENn yearls
ago. The writer-protagonist's confusions about net So  much
his art as his own image in it, confuslons often bordering on,
as Aldridge saw it, "fanatical self-infatuation" have continued
to be Roth's fascinations in the Zuckerman trilogy. Yet Al-
dridge’s cilaim that Roth's exploration of the writer's psyche
goas in no definite direction lost most of its strength  when
hints that Zuckerman finds himgelf motiveted to deal with the
conflict between what the writer knows and what he imagines
became more frequent,

In the "Ghast Writer™ MNathan Zuckerman, a 2)-year-old tledy-
ling author of only four published short stories (younger than
in "My Life as a Man", which was published [ive years earlier)
describes his visit to a much older, reclusive, recently “dis-
covered" writer, E. I. Lonoif. Lonoff's restrained and asce-
tic attitudes appeal to Zuckerman more than those of a success-
ful, rich and self-publicizing author, Felix Abravanel, whom
he had met some three years earlier and now compares with Lo-
noff. At the same time the young writer fantacizes about the
power of imagination - "if only I could invent as presumptuosly
as real life", of being freed of responsibility toward his fa-
mily and Jewish readers, of being a part of the unrestrained
world of love and sex. When he meets Amy, a haunting young wa-
man, a former student of Lonoff and now possibly his wistress,

7 J. W, Aldridge, The American Novel and the Way We
%iv§ Nuw, Oxford University Press, New York, Oxford 19683, p.
34-%5.
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he tekes her for the miraculously survived death camp wmartyr,
Anne Frank, imagines himself marrying her - a symbolic indi-
cation that imagination rathar than discipline will dominate his
future artistic perceptions.

In "Zuckerman Unbound”+ Nathan is already a man in his
thirties and an awthor af four novels. The fourth one, the
best-selling, scandalous "Carnovsky" {published like "Portnoy®s
Complaint® in 19649!) brought him a million dollars, fame and
lots of shocked readers. Nathan enjoys being rich and a celeb-
rity (he is closer now to the worldly Abravanel than to the
self-denying Lonaff), yet is not gquite able to deal wrth the
confusions his writing has brought inte bhis life. Strangers
accost him in the street, take him for Carnovsky, offer jokes,
sex or insults. Someone threatens to kldnap his mother., His
family 1s ashamed, wishes Nathan made his fortune in some other
way. The blographical fantasy about being famous and powerful
as an artist bhe engaged in in "May Life as a Man" and "The
Ghost wWriter", having now materialized reverses itself in a
paradoxical way, becumes his own nuisance and burden. He him-
self is the object of public fantasy, the victim af the read-
ers’ imagination. Zuckarman sees himsalf, as the title sug-
gests, as a latter-day Prometheus who, having brought the gift
of literary fire, "Carnovsky”, to free man, as well as him-
self, of the darkness of cultural and sexual conventions and
prejudices, 1is misunderstood, punished, and forever bound and
chained by his readers. Seeing the writer’s growing frustra-
tion and self-imposed isolation, his friend and literary agent
observes:

First you lock yourself away in order to stir up your ima-
gination, now you lock vyoursell agway because you've stirred up
theirs... you have successfully conducted your novelistic ex-
periment and now that you are famous all over the haywire
country for being haywire yourself, you'’re even more stulti-
fied than pefore... you're humiliated, you idiot, becsuse no-
body aside from you seems to see it as a , proefoundly moral and
high-minded sct. "They” misunderstaod you®.

8 Ph. R o t h, Zuckerman Unbound, [tm:] Zuckerman Bound,
Farrar, Straus and Giroux, New York 1985, p. 304-305.
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Tha writer is determined (o free himsel! of the unbesrable
repercussions of his success a8 a writer. His “unbinding™ tak-
e3 place on different levels. The duath of hls father, who be-
[uie he dies calls hir "hastard", removes the bonds of familial
a#llegiances. The way the public respands tq his writing frees
him of his eacrlier illusions about art's moral function in the
sociely. The discovery that he nimself, in a curjous way, has
bacome the victim of his own fiction draws his attention to
the readers inability "“to distinguish between the illusionist
ammd the illusion”, makes him want to protsct himsel! from the
"raal consequences™ of his art.

In "The Anatomy Lesson" Zucksrman, several years wider, is
still struggling with "the unreckoned consequences of life in
art“., He is tormented by a debilitating, undiagnoscd pain  in
the neck (which, on the symbolic level seems tantamount to the
confusions of being a writer) and hostlle critica, personified
here by a Jewish Harvard professor, Miltan Appel, wha atcuses
fuckernan of being & “"sell-out to the pop-porav culture” snd of
“depicting Jewish lives for the sake of belittling thaa™., The
writer angrily fights back. He thinks that Appel, like most
American readers, is not eble to distinguish Detween ihe author
and his literary creations, betwesn "life and art”. HNow he is
unhound ennugh to declare:

Life and art are distinct... Yet the distinction is wholly
elusive. That writing is an oot of imsglnation seess to per-
plex ano infuriate averyone 9,

In an interview in "Paris Review" Roth makes §t known that
his protagonist only echees his own views:

Nathan Zuckerman is an act. It’s all tihe art of impersaona-
tion [...]J Making fake biography, false history, concocting a
half-imaginary existance out of the actual drama of my lile ig
sy life. There has to be some pleasure in this job, and that’s
lt. Te go around in disguise. To act a8 character. To pass one-
selt off as what one is not. To pretend [...] You don't necesg-
Sallly, a5 a writer, have to abandon your own kiography com-
pletely to engage in an act of impersonetion. Tt may be more

g Pn. R o t h, The Anatomy Lesson, [in:] Zuckerman Bound. ..
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intriguing when you don*t. You distort it, caricature it, pa-
rody it, you torture and subvert it, vyou exploit it - all to
giveT&hﬁ bivgraphy that dimension that will excite your verbal
life ™.

It Roth sounds here as if playing with his own biography
in fiction were mainly a source of creative amusement, his hero
complains about the results of such a persuasion. Ta escape
the frustrations of being a writer, being “chained to my dwarf
drama till 1 die", Zuckerman decides in "Ths Anatomy Lesson® to
abandon literature and study medicine instead. An asccident, or
self-inflicted injury, brings him to @ hospital, where, as the
novel closes, he inspects the wounded and the sick, wants to
be useful, a healer.

To some critics the protagonist*s decision to give wup li-
terature signified his symbolic death and suggested that Roth
had inconclusively exhausted the writer theme. Joseph Epstein
thoupht that:

Roth himself may feel he can yo no further in this veln.
He has writton himself into a corner and up a wall'l?,

Others argued that the author of Zuckerman became the wvic-
tim of the malaise his literary look-alike suffered from - a
mixture of self-reflected narcissism and masochism.

“1The Counterlife" proves that Hoth is neither tired with,
nor thematically tirapped by writing about the dilemmas of his
profession. Zuckerman is not only revived here as a character
but also given full control of his mental and artistic 1life.
He proclaims himself to be the heeler he wanted to become in
“The Anatomy Lesson"™. His cure is the explicit theory about
life being governed by stories, and writers being contirolled
by fantasies.

Yet anxieties so dowinant in Roth's esrlier novels reusp-
pear, and intensify. Zuckerman fears the pogsibility of being

—

10y, L e e, Interview with Philip Roth, "Paris Review"
1984, Fall.

A 3 pPstelin, What Does Philip Roth Want? YCommen-

tary" 1984, January.
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seen &8 @ "terrorist”, of Being misunderstood and abandoned by
those he wantas to be his partners in his “counterliving”. 1f
left by Maria, who may stand metaphorically for the reader whom
the writer shapes and controls, his whole theery, Zuckerman su-
spects, would prove not viable, and old frustrations would re-
turn. He would again be reduced to “the isolating unnaturalness
of self-battling”™, the old state of heing "completely otherless
and reabsorbed within®. At the end of the novel he entreatls Ma-
ria to return to him:

Come back and we’ll play with it together. We could heve
great times as Homo Ludens and wife, inventing the imperfect
future. We can pretend to be anything we want. All it takes is
impsrsonation ',

The novel ends before we learn if Maria agrees to return
to Nathan. Her declsion becomes the reader’'s own. Will he ac-
cept the writer*s invitation to enter the confusinpg and, ub
Maria sees i1t, restricting, yet enchanting world in which his
faentasies endlessly multiply ours, in which distinctlons be-
tween life and art are abolished and in which people create
and live in "imagined worlds where we may finally be oursel-
ves”, Is such a world possible? Does fiction have the power to
shape and improve our individual relationships with reality?

Roth admits through Zuckerman and other characters that
what he is professing in "The Counterlife” is like “tipping
over the adge", posing confusions that may prove futile, or
destructive. When in one of the novel's possibilities, Nathan
dies, Henry, always suspiclous of his brother’s literary ex-
periments condemns them thus:

[...] the closest Mathan could ever come to life's f&al
confusion was in these fictions he created about tt [.. ]V

12 q o th, lhe Counterlife, p. 321,

 Ibidem, p. 229.
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Maria, afraid of the parnicious properties of fiction, puis
Nathan's geath douwn to his "refusal to accept things as they
are - esverything reinvented, even himself". Then she says:

He did with his life exactly what he did in his fiction and
finally paid for it. He finally confused, the two - just what
he was always warning everybody against %,

Self-renewals and transformations, so often central in Roth's
novels, have alwayy been accompanied there by new conflicts and
dangers, enchantments have been shadowed by unexpacted fears
and frustrations. Looking for self-renewal through the concept
of "counterliving" Zuckerman creates a situation which may, or
oes, depending on how ong interprets the novel, become thae
source of new mental chaos, or aven his death. After the pu-
blication of "The Counterlife® Roth wadmitted that he was for a
long time “in a deep state of confusion, wncertainty and frus-
tration* about the way the book, his "most complex  narrative
position ever taken", “"wanted to go every which way“. Then he
understood that “the confusion is the issue” in the h@ﬁklb,

Joseph Epstein criticized Roth a few years ago for “inslis-
ting that he is not, in hie novels, writing about Philip Roth,
gxcept through the transmutations of art" while continuing to
"cultivate the idinsyncratic vision, to plow away at (his) own
phepssions, becoming a bit of a crank, something of a crackpot,
and risk being a minor writer Lnd@eﬂ”lﬁ. The other, better way
for an author who wants to write about himself, Epstein argues,
is "through invention, imagination, fresh creation, greater sub-
tiety®.

"lhe Counterlife” seems to be cut out to meet Epstein’s
expectations. 1t is probably Roth’s best novel about Zuckerman
the wost imaginative and the most witty reflection on the ambig-
vous relations of words and reality, a fresh way of dealing
with the image of a wriier in fiction.

14 Ipidem, p. 250,

L3 pp. Roth, Writers Have a Third Eye, "US5 Mews and
World Report" 1987, February 2.

16 J. Epsteln, op. cit.
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Epstein and Roth are still far away, however, when it comes
to characterizing new aulobiographicel {iction., ¥The closer we
get to our own day, Epstein poinis out, "the smaller the gap
between the fictional and the autobiographical”. "Contrary to
the general belief", Hoth says in "The Counterlife", “it is the
distance between the writer's 1ife and his novel that ia the
most intriguing aspect of his imagination™.

In his own statements and interviews, HRoth Implies that,
though his writing has always been slow and full of frustra-
tion, his reinventing himself in fiction has been done for en-
juyment rather than out of necessity. His hero 1is allowed to
learn about the “intiriguing® part of dealing with himaelf slow-
ly, in stiages, by way of defending himeelf against the backlash
of his being popular and controversial, The author and the
hero of "The Counterlife"” meet in their fascination with, and
sanctification of the falseness of literary self-depiction. The
reader can trust neither the artist nor the tale.

Ingtitute of English Studies
University of Lddit
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IM MNIEJSZA PRZEPASC, TYM WIEKSZY DYSTANS:
WIZERUNEK PISARZA W PROZIE PHILIPA ROIHA

Nathan Zuckerman, bohater kilku powlesci Philipa Rotha, tak-
ze wydane) w styczniu 1987 r. "The Counterlife", przypomina swo-
jegu twérce. Roth nie tworzy jednak autoportretu literackiego,
ukazuje raczej rosngcqg potrzebe tworzenia atmosfery tajemniczo-
dci {1 swolstegn kamuflazu wokdl postaci luckermana, podkeesla
dystans miedzy pisarzem 1 jego litersckim alter ego. W “The
Counterlife” Zuckerman ukazuje fikcyjne i subiektywne, nieskon-
czenie zlo2one interpretacie samego sieble i swojsgo otoczenia.
Dosirzega w nich #rddlo sity 1 artystyczne) inspiracji pisarza.
Pomystowo ilustruigc nowg filozoficznu-artysiyczng pnstawe swo-
jego bohatera, Roth kaze czytelnikowi zastanawiaé sie nad zto-
zonodcig 2ycia, potencjatem ludzkie) wyobraefni 1 potrzebg two-
rzenia wtasnych masek.



