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Writing a biographical sketch of Philip Roth, I have learned, is a tall order.  

Despite his fame, popularity and long and very productive career in American letters, Roth remains an elusive and enigmatic subject.  For one thing there is the matter of his character and personality: depending on one’s point of view, he may be seen as either a Dr. Jekyll or a Mr. Hyde.  In researching this paper, I was surprised to find that there has as yet been no authoritative biography of Roth – a biography that would attempt to make sense of Roth the man, that would reconcile the conflicting signals which this most complex of literary figures has transmitted to the outside world through his life and his writings.  Other than his fictional writings themselves, which do, of course, indirectly reveal much about him, the only things we have to go on are the brief and not always candid autobiographical notes which Roth himself published in 1988 in a book entitled The Facts, and also the get-even remembrances of his ex-wife Claire Bloom, which appear in her searing memoir called Leaving the Doll’s House, published in 1996.  Apart from these direct sources, there is not much to go on – no long profiles, no revealing interviews, no biographical monographs.
Taking first the positive side of the ledger, some of the adjectives which might be used to describe Roth are brilliant, incisive, erudite, disciplined, productive, and, of course, supremely witty and civilized.  On the negative side one could note that he is neurotic, self-absorbed, egocentric, manipulative, and misogynistic.  Certainly one could say without cavil, and no doubt with his own admission, that he has been totally incapable of achieving any kind of lasting and loving relationship with any of the women who have entered his life.
I must confess that in reading Roth’s own words about his childhood and early youth I could find nothing that even remotely explains the tortured pysche which we see on view in many of his novels and which is described in horrifying detail in Claire Bloom’s memoir.  For me, there is a complete disconnect on the subject.
Roth, born in 1933, was raised in a very tightly knit and loving Jewish household in a lower middle class Jewish neighborhood of Newark, New Jersey.  His parents, both of Eastern European stock, were first generation Americans struggling to make a place for themselves in the new world.  Roth’s father Herman, with only an eighth grade education, made his way through the ranks to become the manager of a Metropolitan Life Insurance office in northern New Jersey.  In The Facts Roth says that with his brains, industry and determination his father could have risen to a very high position at Met Life had he not been Jewish; in those days, writes Roth, Jews could advance only so far in an organization that was run from the top by a WASP elite.  Nonetheless, Roth’s father was a model of family probity and stability, providing his family with a stern but loving father figure and a secure, if modest, living.

When Roth passed into his teenage years, he, like most young men, wanted to assert his independence from his father and get out from under the strictures that the elder Roth was laying down to control his behavior.  Yet throughout his father’s life the two remained on very close and loving terms.  Herman Roth was immensely proud of his son and his achievements and remained his staunchest defender during the years in which Roth was being viciously attacked by certain segments of the Jewish establishment, who found his satirical sendup of Jewish-American life decidedly unfunny.  During his father’s declining years, Roth wrote a tender, humorous and very moving portrait of his father in a book he entitled Patrimony, published in 1991.  Many Roth fans, myself included, regard Patrimony as one of Roth’s finest works, and I strongly recommend it to those of you who have not read it.

Roth’s mother, Bess Finkel Roth, was the very model of the sensible American hausfrau – a woman whose entire life revolved around caring for her family.  In The Facts Roth describes his mother as an attractive, dignified and very competent woman, happy socializing with her Jewish friends in their Jewish neighborhood but uneasy when in the company of gentiles or people she perceived to be of a higher social standing.  It is obvious that she greatly indulged her two sons, Philip and his older brother Sandy, and perhaps this maternal hovering may explain some of Roth’s later problems with women.  Roth remembers warmly her attention to such motherly duties as ironing his pajamas and meeting him with bowls of hot tomato soup when he returned home from school in the afternoon.  Reading between the lines of Roth’s accounts of the wreckage of his many romantic relationships, one cannot escape thinking that none of these women, in Roth’s view, could ever devote themselves to him in the way that his mother had wholeheartedly devoted herself to him.  This overweening motherly devotion may also explain some of the self-absorption which now so clearly defines Roth’s character and personality.
Outside of the happy and closely knit family circle, Roth’s childhood also seems to have been remarkably normal and uneventful.  He was a very bright student and graduated near the top of his class at Weequahic High School, which was almost entirely Jewish.  He loved sports, especially baseball, and he loved hanging out with his high school friends and doing all of the usual teenage things.  Of course these included chasing girls, which gave his father some pause – fearing that his bright young son might ruin his future by getting some girl in trouble.  The Facts contains some very amusing passages in which Roth remembers his father confronting him about his erotic fantasies and exploits – materials which Roth has put to very good use in such comedies as Portnoy’s Complaint.
During his teenage years Roth has written that he was not in the least self conscious about being Jewish.  Since all of his friends were Jewish, it just never became a topic for discussion – it was simply a given.  Rather, what he and his friends were very conscious of being was American, being part of the great melting pot in a period of intense patriotism during and after World War II.  Roth has hewn to this line ever since in his writings.  He is proud of his Jewish heritage and takes it for granted, but what matters most to him is being an American and being imbued with the American values of liberty and freedom and self-determination.  I think those who accuse him of hating his Jewish ethnicity completely miss the mark; far from wanting to shed his Jewish roots, he is comfortable enough with those roots to use them as the basis for some of his wildest and funniest satires of Jewish mores and lifestyles.  Indeed, as Roth says in The Facts, it was his Jewish friends among the intellectual and publishing elite of Manhattan who first urged him to record in print some of the manic anecdotes with which Roth had regaled them at their dinner parties.  Many of his friends have described Roth, who is a skilled mimic and raconteur, as a kind of Borsht Belt comedian, but with a keener kind of wit and with more brains, education and literary talent to offer his audience.  Perhaps a more apt comparison would be to the kind of cerebral wit and incisive social observation which we associate with the late, great comedy team of Mike Nichols and Elaine May.
After graduating from high school Roth seems to have yearned to break out of the confining Newark world of Jewish family, relatives and friends.  He wanted to see more of the world.  This prompted him to enroll, at considerable financial sacrifice to his family (who were still struggling economically), in a small, predominantly gentile school in a beautiful farming valley in north central Pennsylvania.  The school was Bucknell University, a well-regarded small liberal arts college with strong ties to the Baptist Church.  Needless to say, the Bucknell campus was light years away from the hurly-burly world of the Jewish immigrant neighborhoods of Newark in which Roth had grown up.

Roth prospered at Bucknell.  His years there were happy and productive ones and he has kept up close ties with the school ever since his graduation.  Certainly he must rank as one of the school’s most eminent alumni.  When he arrived at Bucknell, Roth had the ambition of becoming a lawyer.  He was very keenly aware of the work being done by the Jewish Defense League in battling anti-Semitism, and he dreamed of becoming a staff lawyer with that organization and doing his part to change the world.  Soon, however, he came under the thrall of literature.  A number of his professors saw his promise as a writer and encouraged him to try his hand at creative writing.  They also fired in him a lifelong passion for good literature.  He met a few like-minded students who shared his new interests in literature and writing and together they founded a small literary review which they called Et Cetera.  For the rest of Roth’s days at Bucknell this publication consumed much of his free time and attention.  Yet Roth also managed to graduate magna cum laude in English literature and to win a Phi Beta Key.  He also managed to write a number of short stories, which he now dismisses as being overly refined and based in an unreal world far from the flesh and blood world which he knew about back in Newark.
Another thing which happened to Roth at Bucknell is that he started to cultivate gentile friends among the student body and faculty.  Jews were a small minority on campus and thus it was only natural that there was a good deal of social interaction.

On this front, Roth discovered that he was strongly attracted to gentile women.  He found blond, blue-eyed Aryan types to be especially beautiful and sexually appealing, and, by comparison with the dark haired Jewish girls he had known back in Newark, wonderfully exotic and beguiling.

And thus began Roth’s long quest to find the ideal “shiksa” with whom to live happily ever after.  Unfortunately, it never worked out that way.  When Roth arrived at the University of Chicago to take up post-graduate studies in literature he came under the spell of a very attractive blond-haired Nordic type who was working as a waitress to support herself and a young child from a previous marriage.  Roth was instantly smitten by her well-scrubbed June Allyson kind of looks.  But, if one can believe Roth’s account of his long and bitter relationship with this woman, she was anything but a sunny girl-next-door type.  The product of a fatherless broken home, she was needy and badly damaged.  She was also hysterical and manipulative, and in the end drove Roth to the brink of suicide with her schemes to control and ruin his life.  After tricking him into marrying her by feigning pregnancy, she refused to grant him a divorce after their marriage had collapsed and they had gone their separate ways.  Mostly she wanted to continue receiving court-sanctioned support from Roth, since she was virtually unemployable, but it appears that she also wanted to prevent him from marrying any other woman he might fall in love with.  She also seemed to bask in the reflected glory of being Mrs. Philip Roth and played that status for all that it was worth.  In the end, after many years of separation, Roth was freed from the coils of this dreadful creature only as a result of a terrible accident – her death in a middle-of-the-night car crash in Central Park in 1968.  Roth recalls all of this in horrifying detail in The Facts and in My Life as a Man, his 1974 novel based on their disastrous relationship.
Interestingly, Roth got news of his wife’s death at a time when he was conducting a very happy love affair with yet another golden-haired WASP beauty.  In The Facts Roth calls this woman May Aldridge and tantalizingly describes her as being from a very old-guard Cleveland family which was in the paint manufacturing business.  (I suspect he may have dissembled here to protect the identity of this woman, but if any of you knows someone who fits this bill I would very much like to know about it.) He writes glowingly of May’s beauty and her graceful manners and generous nature.  Their days together are described as deliciously idyllic.  She is the exact opposite of his scheming ex-wife.  And yet when he becomes free to marry May, after the Central Park accident, that is the last we hear of her.  Roth, without satisfactory explanation, moves onto the next stages of his life and never mentions her again – a very puzzling omission which may speak volumes about Roth’s lifelong inability to establish long-term loving relationships with women.

During his period of marital misery Roth was establishing himself as one of the greatest writers of contemporary American letters.  Virtually all of his many novels were critical successes and some, like Portnoy’s Complaint, were also huge popular successes.  Roth’s reputation was firmly established.  He was winning many prestigious literary prizes and earning a great deal of money from his writing.  This enabled him to hobnob with the rich and famous in the sophisticated literary and publishing worlds of New York, and during this period he developed many enduring friendships with members of the New York intelligentsia, who admired him not only for his evident talent as a writer but also for his wit and erudition.  Yet there were dark moments.  There were periods of ill health and depression, periods when he seemed unable to write anything that pleased him.  Some of the books published during this period show an anguished and neurotic Roth – a Roth who seems very far removed from the rollicking comedian of the earlier novels.  He seems to be wallowing in his own insecurity and unhappiness, beset by a myriad of physical and emotional problems – some real, some imagined.

No doubt one of the reasons for his unhappiness was the long war he was waging against those unthinking Jews who were accusing him of the ultimate sin, namely holding Jewish life up for ridicule not just before other Jews but, God forbid, the gentile world.  This war was waged for many years and at times grew intensely nasty and vituperative.  Although Roth’s family and close friends in the Jewish community stood by him, in the end Roth wearied of the combat and decided to remove himself from the Manhattan maelstrom and to live quietly in the country where he could peacefully concentrate on his writing.  He purchased a stately old colonial farmhouse in a rural section of northwestern Connecticut, which came with substantial acreage and a separate studio building where he could do his writing.  He remains there to this day, living alone and, according to friends, devoting himself with monk-like discipline and austerity to his writing.  Aside from very occasional trips into Manhattan to meet with friends and his publishers, Roth’s whole existence is centered on his writing.  He spends all day in his studio, and then relaxes alone in the evening by reading and listening to music.  Gone are the frightening days of the early 1990s, when Roth suffered a complete mental breakdown after taking Halcion for back and knee pain.  Gone, too, are the turbulent days when he and Clair Bloom were torturing one another with their own War of the Roses.  All is now quiet and serene in Roth’s life, as his old friend David Remnick, editor of The New Yorker, reported in his May 2000 magazine profile of Roth.

The happy result of this tranquil new life is that Roth in the past few years has reached his apogee as a writer.  Never has he been more productive as a writer and never has he created such mature masterpieces as his recent trilogy on American life, consisting of American Pastoral, I Married a Communist and The Human Stain.  These works have garnered high praise from virtually all quarters and have won such prizes as the National Book Award and the Pulitzer.  With his health now strong, it appears that we Roth fans will have many more years in which to enjoy his work.  And perhaps, too, someone in the not too distant future will fill a gaping void by preparing a proper literary biography of this great American writer, answering some of the very challenging riddles posed by his character and personality.

