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			After Eighty

			Philip Roth and the American Literary Imagination

			Aimee Pozorski

		

		
			The Ghost Writer (1979) is the first novel by Philip Roth that I ever read. I was 22 years old and trying to figure out how to be a writer in my own right. I read it in a seminar on representations of the Holocaust in the contemporary American literary imagination, although the novel is not about that as much as it is about the life of a writer and about writers writing. From the very first chapter, entitled “Maestro,” I knew Roth to be a maestro himself—a writer who not only changed the landscape of American literature, but who had also sustained two generations (and counting) of fellow writers with his early acknowledgement of the sacrifice the vocation requires.

			As The Ghost Writer’s E. I. Lonoff, an established author, tells Nathan Zuckerman, an emerging writer in search of a mentor: “If your life consists of reading and writing and looking at the snow, you’ll wind up like me. Fantasy for thirty years” (30). As it happens, within this early novel, Roth predicted the trajectory of his own life: he would write for over thirty more years, secluded in his farmhouse in Western Connecticut looking at snow, or in his New York City apartment, writing novels about writing, about the sacrifice required, all while reinterpreting American history in the second half of the twentieth century and beyond. 

			Such a prediction was not difficult to make in 1979, the year The Ghost Writer appeared. It was certainly not Roth’s first book, but it was his first fully conceived Nathan Zuckerman book, with the character of Zuckerman providing a way to describe what it means to be a writer without Roth having to speak so literally about his own life. As James Atlas wrote for The New York Times after visiting Roth that year: “The aura of literary vocation is everywhere: in the lithographs by the Polish writer Bruno Schultz; the framed jackets of Roth’s own books, blown up to poster size; the file cabinets and typewriters in every room.” Atlas quotes Roth as saying that, in The Ghost Writer, “Zuckerman is in search of ‘a way to live as a writer . . . and he sees Lonoff’s way and Abravanel’s way—and the consequences of each.’” For Roth, “The Ghost Writer is about the surprises that the vocation of writing brings”—a vocation that allows the writer to work in seclusion only to find that, once a book is out in the world, it takes on a life of its own. 

			Thirty-three years later, Roth once again opened his home to a journalist, Charles McGrath, who visited after Roth had announced his retirement. McGrath reports finding a post-it note in Roth’s New York apartment that reads: “The struggle with writing is over.” As Roth tells McGrath: “I look at that note every morning . . . and it gives me such strength.” After fifty-three years of turning sentences around, of writing in seclusion and dodging the spotlight after the provocative and perpetual appearances of his masterpieces, Roth seemed deeply at peace with his decision to retire—a decision followed by Roth’s rereading of his own oeuvre, one that he discovered, not unlike the rest of us, had profoundly changed the trajectory of American literature. 

			Following his retirement, Philip Roth again made headlines in May of 2014. This time, it was not for any personal or literary scandal—not for some imaginary crime he had committed—but for announcing all that he would continue not to do. Robert McCrum reported for the The Guardian that Roth’s May 2014 interview with Alan Yentob was to be his last. In McCrum’s words, it was the “latest episode in Roth’s long goodbye,” referring to official news of his retirement approximately two years before. In the same month, Jennifer Schuessler, writing for The New York Times, reported following his reading at the 92nd Street YMCA in Manhattan that Roth declared, “You can write it down: this was absolutely the last appearance I will make on any public stage, anywhere.” The ongoing series of “lasts” ending such a fine career led Andy Borowitz ultimately to satirize them in his New Yorker blog: “Philip Roth says he has had his last sandwich.”

			Rather than simply considering these moments as “lasts”—even the fictionalized “last sandwich”—however, this collection seeks to reposition Roth and his career in light of his retirement, a “post”-career phase that nevertheless has succeeded in perpetuating new and vigorous conversations about his important work. As the Philip Roth Society newsletter editor at the time, Richard Sheehan, observed: “It’s quite surprising how much stuff there is considering Roth’s retired.” 

			As Roth scholars, it is both surprising and gratifying how much critical work there is to be done as Roth himself enters the retirement phase of his career. Sheehan’s statement reminds me of the astute observation at the end of David Gooblar’s book, The Major Phases of Philip Roth: “It is surely telling that Roth, a longtime student of Freud, conceives of his oeuvre as a series of dreams, for, like Freud’s dreams, Roth’s books, and his career as a whole, invite endless interpretation, but resist any ultimate, definite, explanation” (157). Indeed, for Freud and Roth the preference for interpretation rather than explanation is perhaps the point. Our collection, in keeping with the challenge to shed new light on a career that so self-consciously resists “ultimate, definite, explanation,” seeks to raise new questions about Roth’s entire body work—a body of work we can now read holistically, retrospectively, retroactively.

			Even before the series of “lasts” publicized throughout the month of May 2014, we had a sense that Roth was both simultaneously slipping out of public view and challenging scholars to take up a public conversation about his work. On March 18 and 19, 2013, the executive committee of the Philip Roth Society that I led alongside Gooblar, co-editor of this book and the Programming Chair at the time, hosted an international conference commemorating the 80th birthday of Philip Roth—with Roth’s participation. The two-day event culminated in a keynote given by Roth and several of his longtime friends, including Claudia Roth Pierpont, Edna O’Brien, and Hermione Lee. The Library of America later published the transcripts of these lectures in a special edition entitled Philip Roth at 80: A Celebration. 

			A second result of that conference was the reunion of international scholars committed to the study of Roth’s past writing and legacy. The conference received international news coverage, but even after the interest of local and international media dissipated, scholars seemed still to be thinking about what it meant for Philip Roth to turn 80, what his retirement one year before would mean for the landscape of American literature, and what his professed disappearance from the public eye in 2014 would mean for the future consideration of his legacy. 

			This collection seeks to address those questions in a scholarly way. Composed of eleven original essays written by accomplished scholars in the field of Philip Roth Studies, the collection contributes to the current scholarship on Roth on three levels: it is the first of its kind to offer a scholarly retrospective of Roth’s works and career; it considers Roth within the American literary imagination; and it speculates on Roth’s legacy—particularly the enduring quality of his novels that will continue to resonate long after his retirement. 

			The project is among the first of its kind to bring together scholars of Philip Roth from all over the world (Velichka Ivanova’s 2014 Philip Roth and World Literature is also groundbreaking in this way); the remaining collections that do exist contain primarily U.S. American scholars. The other significant aspect of this collection is that it will be only the third to appear after Roth’s retirement from writing novels.

			While the language of most scholarly introductions would have us consider “competing” books, we see our collection more in conversation with—rather than in direct competition with—many previously published works on Roth. The list of excellent books on the work of Philip Roth is indeed long, and has grown seemingly exponentially in the last several years, but this shows, more than anything, that readers and scholars are insatiable when it comes to reading about Roth’s fiction. The scholars who wrote such monographs as Philip Roth (Brauner, 2007); Political Initiation in the Novels of Philip Roth (Brühwiler, 2013); The Major Phases of Philip Roth (Gooblar, 2011); Philip Roth: Fiction and Power (Hayes, 2014); Philip Roth and the Zuckerman Books (Masiero, 2011); Critical Companion to Philip Roth (Nadel, 2011); Philip Roth’s Rude Truth (Posnock, 2008); Roth and Trauma (Pozorski, 2011); Mocking the Age: The Later Novels of Philip Roth (Safer, 2006); Up Society’s Ass, Copper (Shechner, 2003); and Philip Roth—Countertexts, Counterlives (Shostak, 2004) have been in conversation with each other for over ten years, since the founding of the Philip Roth Society. Many of them we have consulted for this very collection and they have chapters in these pages. Yet, they all take up specific angles (trauma, comedy, politics, celebrity, career trajectory, narrative form, to name only a few) in their own way, leaving space for our unique contribution of the retrospective following Roth’s 80th and quiet retirement and all of the subsequent “lasts” that would begin in 2014.

			Furthermore, all of these books—in addition to important essay collections on Roth such as Turning Up the Flame: Philip Roth’s Later Novels (Halio and Siegel, 2005); Philip Roth and World Literature (Ivanova, 2014); The Cambridge Companion to Philip Roth (Parrish, 2007); Roth and Celebrity (Pozorski, 2012); Philip Roth: New Perspectives on an American Author (Royal, 2005); and Philip Roth: American Pastoral, The Human Stain, The Plot Against America (Shostak, 2011)—have two strengths in common: a broad knowledge of Roth and Roth Studies, and a strong sense of the context in which Roth was writing since the 1950s. The work of our collection draws on the previous knowledge published in these earlier works—monographs and collections alike—but also recasts it in light of the final stages of Roth’s career.

			Brauner’s and Shostak’s monographs are important for situating Roth in terms of his writing contemporaries, just as Safer’s work contextualizes Roth in light of his sense of contemporary culture. Brauner and Shostak are also strong readers of Roth’s difficult prose. Like Brauner and Shostak, Posnock’s work also locates Roth within a community of writers. With this collection, we can only hope to continue this conversation by reconsidering Roth’s work not in terms of the influence of his peers, since that has been done so well already, but in terms of the influence of Roth and his works more generally.

			In the last few years, Roth studies seems to have taken a turn to much more specific points of focus on Roth—and that seems to have been led by two presses in particular: Cambria Press has put out two books considering Roth’s narrative frame and Roth’s context in global literature (by Ivanova and Masiero respectively); and Bloomsbury has published several titles on Roth, most notably Shostak’s edited collection focused on American Pastoral, The Human Stain, and The Plot Against America, Gooblar’s work on the phases of Roth’s career, Brühwiler’s work on the representation of politics in Roth’s career, and Pozorski’s work on the representation of trauma in Roth’s later works. The chapters in this collection build upon published scholarship by updating a sense of Roth and his legacy for the twenty-first century with a new focus on the future of Roth Studies in the wake of his retirement and radical turn against writing fiction in his later years.

			In each of the following chapters, contributors take on this compelling task in various ways. We have organized the chapters chronologically, from essays that take up the beginning of Roth’s career to those, at the end, that take up novels published at the end of Roth’s career. Such an organization allows for a sense of Roth’s career trajectory and, as such, reveals a trajectory of our sense of the American literary landscape. As American history and culture change, so too does Roth’s fiction. It is from this retrospective, we hope, that we are able to sense the evolution of Roth’s writing as a whole—an evolution that takes place, as he predicted in 1979, from a life of “fantasy for thirty years.”

			Debra Shostak, in chapter one: “‘Every third thought shall be my grave’: Roth, Memento Mori, and Story,” meditates on Roth’s graveyard moments, particularly when they function as narrative beginnings and endings. Drawing on psychoanalytic accounts of narrative desire, the article argues that Roth is preoccupied with the graveyard scene as a symbolic incitement to the compulsion that he calls in The Human Stain (2000) “professional competition with death” (337–338). The essay takes Roth’s early short story “The Day It Snowed” (1954) as a model for his recurrent representation of the gravesite. After briefly situating the discussion within a range of Roth’s books—including Zuckerman Bound (1985), The Anatomy Lesson (1983), The Counterlife (1986), Patrimony (1991), Operation Shylock (1993), Exit Ghost (2007), Indignation (2008), The Humbling (2009), and Nemesis (2010)—the article offers a more detailed reading of Sabbath’s Theater (1995) and Everyman (2006), exploring how the cemetery scenes motivate Roth’s fictional forms and his conception of storytelling.

			Ira Nadel, in chapter two: “Roth @ 25: Publishing Goodbye, Columbus,” highlights the steps, missteps, and successes of publishing Goodbye, Columbus, Philip Roth’s first book, which appeared when he was twenty-six. It provides an in-depth look at the editorial decisions and production processes that created the finished volume, plus the surprisingly direct role of Roth in the advertising and promotion of the book. From the dust jacket to the paper and typeface, Roth took control of, or at least tried to direct, the process, establishing a practice for his later texts. Throughout the steps of preparing the book and its distribution, the young Roth constantly advised, chastised, and criticized the publisher’s plans to promote the volume. He repeatedly sought to review, if not write, the advertising copy and purchase of ad space, at one point, even drafting an advertisement directed only at Newark readers. Roth’s involvement with the promotion and distribution of Goodbye, Columbus set a pattern for his involvement with such later texts as Sabbath’s Theatre, The Dying Animal, and The Plot Against America.

			Claudia Brühwiler, in chapter three: “‘A Human Being Lives Here’: Philip Roth on Scandals and the American Presidency,” agrues that political scandals have not only animated and inspired the media and the general public, but also novelist Philip Roth. A frequent commenter on American culture, politics, and society, he not only captured the mood and atmosphere developing around one of the most notorious presidential scandals of recent years, Bill Clinton’s brush with impeachment, but also foretold the public anger and disappointment unleashed by the Watergate affair. Specifically, Roth uses
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