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ABSTRACT

Here in New Jersey:
Place in the Fiction of Philip Roth, Richard Foadd Junot Diaz

D.Litt. Dissertation by

Ann McKinstry Micou
The Caspersen School of Graduate Studies
Drew University August 2014

This dissertation argues that three Pulitzer Prizeying writers, Philip Roth,

Richard Ford, and Junot Diaz—a native, a transpéant a migrant to New Jersey—
convey the impact of place on their charactersiimanediate and compelling way. The
New Jersey neighborhoods they evoke—a Jewish emdahargely white suburb, and an
immigrant ghetto—crucially affect their charactedg'stinies. The introduction defines
some narrative elements of “place,” presents exasngl its use in literary fiction set in
New Jersey, and lays the groundwork for close regdof the fiction of Roth, Ford, and
Diaz. Each chapter applies to the author’s fickome of the narrative elements defined
in the introduction. The chapter on Roth examthesambience of his Newark
neighborhood and its consequences upon his natadentities, their feelings of
belonging or of alienation, and their ambivalenbew whether to stay or leave. While
Roth returns to Newark repeatedly in his storiesjes of the narrators abandon the place
precisely because of its effect on them. The d@rapt Ford examines the influence of
place on the destiny of his narrator, Frank Basaanffrank, a Southern transplant to

New Jersey, claims at first that “place means mgfhihe concludes that New Jersey



“gives him something” and is where he belongs aadta/to stay. The chapter on Diaz
investigates the effect of dual places, the DomaimiRepublic and New Jersey, on the
identity and destiny of Yunior, the narrator. Trhain ramification of place on Yunior’'s
writing is his determination to bear witnhess to ilgrants’ voices that have gone
unheard, “to sing my community out of silence.” eldonclusion shows that, despite the
differences among the authors in terms of tempengrbackground, style, and theme,
their reactions to place—the narrators’ degreemwbivalence and alienation and
concerns about assimilation—have much in commorcanttibute to the understanding
of the primary role of place in fiction and its egpussions upon characters’ identities. In

sum, place is character is destiny.
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INTRODUCTION
“Fiction depends for its life on place.”—Eudora \tyel

This dissertation argues that, whatever their nrithree Pulitzer Prize-winning
writers, Philip Roth, Richard Ford, and Junot Diaz#ative, a transplant, and a migrant
to New Jersey—convey the impact, both positive ragghtive, of place on their
characters in an idiosyncratic yet immediate andpling way. It demonstrates that
the individual New Jersey neighborhoods they evoiglewish enclave, a largely white
suburb, and an immigrant ghetto—crucially affeeitltharacters’ destinies, their
feelings of belonging or alienation, and wheth@ytktay in their place or leave it. As
Elizabeth Bowen writes, “Locality is the root ofashcter . . . locality can be more, it can
be destiny” (Weston 18).

This introduction defines some narrative elemehtplace,” presents examples
of its use and meaning in literary fiction set isiJersey over two centuries, and lays
the groundwork for close readings of the fictiorPtiilip Roth, Richard Ford, and Junot
Diaz. These short examples from New Jersey ficgonking themes relevant to the
work of the three writers, indicate the impact [#age on the characters’ feelings of
belonging to or alienation from their communities.

The literal meaning of the word “place,” like segior location, is where a story
happens; “place” as an element in narrative antegral to conveying the way it shapes
a character’s identity and his destiny. Someasitionsider place, a literary component
like character, plot, and theme, the least undedsto the craft of fiction: “ubiquitous

but usually underdefined” (Bone vii); “one of th@st elusive elements” (Tindall vii);



“relatively neglected” (Gelley 186); and “so imtsic as to be invisible” (Franklin 5).
Despite the perceived difficulty in defining plaeedistinguished and growing body of
work exists on the subject. One of the purposehisfinvestigation is to distill the
narrative elements of place suggested by the @riiterature and apply them as
definitions to the texts under scrutiny. Theserd&bns, providing a theoretical
framework for analyzing the fundamental relatiopdbhetween place and character in the
work of the three authors, follow.

When conveyed convincingly, place creates the isgio@ of “hereness” by
generating physical and emotional presence, idgatid immediacy.Place equals point
of view, perspective, and voice: it evokes whaeduthor stands and what he believes.
Place is the environment, a geographical setting,aapolitical and social ambience.
Place is sensory: what the author sees, heardsstoeiches, and tastes makes the reader
feel “here.” Place is exact, detailed, and preasé generic, vague or abstract; in its
particularity it encompasses the meaning of hunxper®ence. Place represents the
local landscape, houses and their interiors, streeighborhoods, libraries, schools, and
customs. Place stems from the author’s imaginatr@mhmemory. Place is language and
literature. Place is metaphor. Place is chandjestment to loss or gain. Place is dual,
both homeland and exile; place is a journey, arbvegg and an end, a destination.

New Jersey has attracted writers because of itdmpity to Manhattan, its
legendary setting on the Atlantic seaboard, itsguaklandscape, its industrial
environment, its suburban expanse, its immigrapeggnce, and its historical
prominence. The state has also attracted critiaisthsatirical treatment. Aspects of the

popular culture, like television and film, often lerace a pejorative view of New Jersey.



A film review of a movie set in New Jersey is tit)éNew Jersey Is Just So
Embarrassing” (Dargis). Ahe New Yorkecartoon portrays two cows in a field
gossiping about another cow: “She is so Jers@uYy Davenport reports gratuitously
that farmers in the southwest collect arrowheadissatl them to “people from New
Jersey” (367), while Wallace Stegner states, otti@blue, “Try writingThe Big Sky
about New Jersey'Wherel39). The media’s caricatures of the state olesthe fact
that New Jersey has provided a meaningful setongdtion since 1799, when Charles
Brockden Brown, born in Pennsylvania, published@aghic romanc®©rmond: The
Secret Witnesdeaturing a dramatic scene in Perth Amboy. Nekgely is not a state
known specifically for its fiction, the way regiotike the South or New England are;
touring New Jersey with an interviewer, Richarddrsays, “I feel so lucky. |don’t
know why someone else didn’t write about all thegdoe | got here” (McGrath). Only
three novels set in New Jersey have won the PulRaee—Roth’'sAmerican Pastoral
Ford’sIndependence Dawnd Diaz’sThe Brief, Wondrous World of Oscar Wao
Readers who are unfamiliar with older literaryibct about New Jersey associate
the authors with other settings. James Fenimomp&ua(Burlington) received his critical
recognition for the fivd_eatherstocking Taleset near Otsego Lake, New Yorkife in
the Iron Mills,set in Lynchburg, Virginia, made the reputatiorRebecca Harding Davis
(Manasquan). The fiction of Stephen Crane (Newadg unknown until the publication
of The Red Badge of Couradecatedn Chancellorsville, Virginia, anMaggie, a Girl
of the Streetdn the slums of New York. Bret Harte (New Yorkas famous for stories
about California pioneers, like “The Luck of Ro@ri@amp.” Mary E. Wilkins Freeman

(Massachusetts) reached her heights with collestige The New England Nun and



Other Storieswhen she moved to Metuchen, her novels based there less famous.
Other famous literary figures, natives of New Jeidee Paul Auster and Allen Ginsberg
(Newark), Norman Mailer (Long Branch), Dorothy ParkWest End), and Edmund
Wilson (Red Bank), became known for writing abotlites venues.

Critics debate whether rootedness in his placedsisite for a fiction writer.
William Faulkner and Mark Twain exemplify authorsioy inspired by their native soll,
evoked their communities and cultures in their asmacular.In contrast, Ernest
Hemingway thought the place where writers are lwgaa not so meaningful as what they
find inside themselves about pladdidk Adams239). Writers who are natives of New
Jersey, those who spend short periods in it, amsktlvith no ties to the state, have
written authentically about it, as have a few fgnars, like Kinglsey Amis and Stephen
Fry, both in novels about Princeton. Whateventhiger’'s origin, the interplay between
place and character is interwoven and intercondestgtings are “impregnated with the
feelings and experiences of the characters” (Gal&).

This selection of brief samples from stories aloenv Jersey illustrates the
“affective bond between people and place” (Tugopophilia4) and the impact of place
on characters’ lives. The stories about the JeBémye as a setting display different
social classes. Traveling south as a tourist erSthore irfThe American Scer(@907),
Henry James sees a “chain of big villas” that rddem“monstrous pearls” (7) and is
shocked by the “crudity of wealth” (8) he witnessd@$e vulgarity of the houses he
observes is apparent in Joseph Hergesheimer'sHEppy End” (1919). The snobbish
August Turnbull arrives by train from New York aetterminal in Cape May

(Pennsylvania, died in Sea Isle). As his driveesahim home, Turnbull scorns poor



people in “dingy” (194) lodgings and approves oflvkept lawns and socially acceptable
women, all reflecting his superficial taste. Hleisive setting suits his status; he has no
interest in knowing his fellow man or in belongitaghis neighborhood.

Another showy house on the Shore, a villa emblenwdtthe owner’'s wealth, is
on display in James Fenimore Cooper’s historicadanceThe Water Witcli1830).

Cooper (Burlington) depicts the Navesink Highlamdthe early 1700s and Sandy Hook,
which lay within the United Provinces of Hollandfter describing the backdrop, the
bay, and “a modest growth of pines and oaks,” tlie@ turns his attention to “an abrupt
and high acclivity, which rises to the elevatioraahountain” (66). Here stands a villa,
based on the old Woodward’s Hotel built in 1796jalitbelongs to a wealthy alderman,
whose interest lies not in his community but in pla¢ential marriage of his daughter to
the Patroon of Kinderhook, whose acreage of fefditening land, a rural Eden, stretches
to the Massachusetts border. This pastoral lapésedl undergo in the coming years an
unforeseen evolution and transformation.

A select number of families has always lived in Msaquan, according to Rebecca
Harding Davis’s noveDallas Galbraith(1868). Like a local-color painter, she depicts
her hometown setting, accoutered with boat, marsmespinewoods as background, and
then reveals the social setting. After the protagjoa victim of an unjust prison
sentence, is exonerated, none of the rich peopleegognize him; his neighborhood of
fishermen, his community, welcomes him back warmly.

The Jersey Shore possesses a seedy side of sdstephen Crane is
unsympathetic to Asbury Park and portrays it réally as an empty showplace. Crane,

a native of Newark, writes in one of his sketcli€s) the New Jersey Coast” (1892),



“Asbury Park creates nothing. It does not makmetely amuses.” He sees the resort as
one of “wealth and leisure, of women and consideraline.” In the throng, he spies
“summer gowns, lace parasols, tennis trousersystets, and indifferent smiles . . . men,
bronzed, slope-shouldered, uncouth, and begrim#éddumist” (66). Crane finds in the
crowd at the Shore a mixture of tawdriness and mgéssness, not the place of beauty
Fitzgerald views with a “mighty paean of emotion”Tihis Side of Paradis3).

In the country landscape near the Delaware RitierEidenic rural life is passing.
In the sketch “Delaware River—Days and Nights” (A8 %Valt Whitman (born in New
York; a Camden resident for two decades), is@itimistic about his place, an alive and
active community. He exults over the ferry: “Wleatilaration, change, people,
business, by day. What soothing, silent wondraug$at night” (124). He enthuses
about the prosperity in the air: “Sparkling ey@sman faces, magnetism, well-dress’'d
women, ambulating to and fro—with lots of fine th&in the windows—are they not
about the same, the civilized world over?” (12Bljs optimism for this exuberant
community life is undimmed.

Whitman’s cheerful landscape and its serenity aodywctivity are in danger, as
intimated in “The Right-Angled Creek” (1967) by @tina’s Stead (a New Zealander
who spent a year in Lambertville). A couple drives to luxuriate in the landscape,
“scouring the low Jersey hills.” What they find ‘ist farms where the cattle and
farmers watered at an outdoor trough . . . a big bametimes broken. A shaky hovel
surrounded by children, pits, dogs . . . the witehbdry, strong, the air was full of dust,
pollen, and mites” (134). They find not paradise & lonely, sad setting, evidence of

what Leo Marx calls “the machine in the gardendst®ral life in New Jersey is coming



to a close. Marx illustrates his point with a i@ghuction of “The Lackawanna Valley,”
by the Montclair painter George Inness, in whidha&n traveling through the rural
landscape belches smoke from its stack (220), dstsag the environment.

Scenes depicting the effects of industrializatiartiee landscape and community
life occur in poverty-stricken settings. Environmed degradation and its effects on
communities appear in William Carlos Williams’s feiAlong the Passaic River” (1938).
Williams (Rutherford), shows a small boy floatingwittingly on the poisonous Passaic
River in a canoe. Williams’ description of the 6lan water” of the stream is menacing:
“There’s a sound of work going . . . a jet of wadpouts from a pipe at the foundation
level below the factory into the river’'s narrow lk&n The river has made “a channel . . .
into the brown water of the two hundred foot witkeam . . . ” (3). Place demonstrates
neighborliness in Williams’s stories about a coymtoctor making house calls day and
night on poor immigrant patients in “Old Doc Rive(®octor). The unspoiled pastoral
landscape seems forever lost, but the conceptroframity, neighborhood, and family
holds on.

Place affects immigrants whose lives become inarghsalienated and
desperate. John Updike’s description of Patensdine Terrorist(2006), a “slumping”
factory town near Passaic called, ironically, “NBvospect,” evokes the slow death of a
city. He writes, This is early April; again green sneaks, seeddsds into the drab
city’s earthy crevices.” Ahmad, a young Muslimdgat and son of immigrants, attends
a high school that used to hang above the citg‘dlcastle.” It is now “rich in scars and

crumbling asbestos, its leaded paint hard and sdmiayits windows caged, [and] sits on



the edge of a wide lake of rubble that was oncegdaa downtown veined with trolley-

car tracks” (11).

Writing about the grim and punishing lives of immagts in Jersey City and
Hoboken in “Rub-a-Dub-Dub” (1920), Theodore Dreifediana) portrays a narrator
searching for truth and justice, living in one lo¢ t'the shabbiest, most forlorn
neighborhoods. About me dwells principally Poled &lungarians . . . around me there
is little more than dull and to a certain extergragyved drudgery.” New Jersey stories
move into places where characters are poor andwdistaged.

Carl Sandburg (lllinois) and Martha Gellhorn (Migsi comment on the horrors
of child labor and poverty in two neighborhoodslead-end desperation. In “Millville”
(1904), a sketch on the glassmaking factories, Bagddelineates the “carryin-in” boys,
who work “nine and ten hours and get two dollard aralf and three dollars a week.”
They are “grimy, wiry, scrawny, stunted specimeng)b have mastered all the “cuss-
words and salacious talk” of the grown men. Tleges remind the poet of “shriveled
pansies,” which have no soil to grow in. They@atless and alienated from the sense
of community. In the sketch, “Camden” (1935), Gefh writes that the unemployed are
“as despairing a crew” as she has seen in the Bglpre The poor no longer have
confidence in the president; they have lost therspnal faith as well. Housing is
terrible; household equipment, nonexistent; hgaitiblems, particularly TB and mental
diseases, increasing. Women are taking to “amapeastitution; young people are
apathetic and bitter. With “no resources withinuathout, they are waiting for nothing”

(33-35). This alienated community can only falhep



Places of influence, like great universities, parpee inequalities among
individuals and neighborhoods. Stories about Rtmt University highlight economic
and social disparities. The protagonisThis Side of Paradisgl920), by F. Scott
Fitzgerald (Minnesota), senses that Princetoniforie Eden: “From the first, he loved
Princeton—its lazy beauty, its half-grasped sigaifice, the wild moonlight revel of the
rushes, the handsome, prosperous big-game crondisiraler it all the air of struggle
that pervades his class” (47). As he walks aradheccampus, he “noticed the wealth of
sunshine creeping across the long, green swardsinggon the leaded window panes,
and swimming around the tops of spires and towedsbattlemented walls” (41). The
milieu of these privileged young people, describgdritzgerald as the “prosperous”
crowds and the “wealth of sunshine,” demonstrdtessbtcial inequities of the landscape.

Princeton University as a place is not only prestig, but it constitutes an
addiction, a desire within its student body newdetve the place. According to a
character irA Long Day’s Dying1950) by Frederick Buechner (New York, Princeton
graduate), the lure of the university is “the lgyaliddy, green disease of this place, this
sweet and dangerous hospital that nobody wantsatel—ever” (54). In “The Structure
and Meaning of Dormitory and Food Services” (1987adison Smartt Bell (Tennessee,
Princeton graduate) satirically accuses the Commahnere “underprivileged” freshmen
and sophomores take their meals, of discrimingboagtices. Saul Bellow’Bumboldt's
Gift (1975) is a roman a clef about the poet Delmotrevactz, who, while poet-in-
residence at Princeton, lived in Baptistown onReeansylvania border, which the
narrator, his biographer, calls “Nowhere, New Jgfséle says, “It was all pauperized.

The very bushes might have been on welfare” (d4)e narrator satirically sums up
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Princeton: “Between noisy Newark and squalid Toant was a sanctuary, a zoo, a spa,
with its own choochoo and elms and lovely greeresa@133). Bellow (Massachusetts,
once a creative writing fellow at Princeton) sags the trope of Princeton as a refuge.

As more people move to New Jersey to commute fo ¢hgployment in
Manhattan, the village—the place—becomes suburBlaaracters that do not live where
they work do not identify with their neighborhoods. The Butterfly Hous€1912), by
Mary E. Wilkins Freeman (Massachusetts, moved ttubtesn), rich men who travel to
the city each day live in places like Fairbridgéijeh has “charms that allured, that
people chose it for suburban residences, thatnttadl,sornate, new houses with their
perky little towers and aesthetic diamond-paneddaivs, multiplied” (4). The most
coveted are houses with views, especially “in theeg flush of spring, and the red glow
of autumn over the softly swelling New Jersey larage with its warm red soil to the
distant rise of low blue hills” (3). Banbridgelaije also boasts its “own particular little
suburban note”oc. Gordonl). In writing, “The social status of everyoneBanbridge
was defined quite clearly” (12), she corroborakesitiea that characters define their
identities through their properties.

Again, the houses define the residents in the suinuFhe Bobby-Soxg1985),
by Hortense Calisher (New York). The narrator ggay in the 1950s “just off the rim
of commuting New York” in a house “farther from Néwersey’s farm lands than from
the city” (1). At one end of Cobble Row, the fagtavorkers—*“carpets, furniture,
nothing untidy’—lived; her family’s house, at thther end and considered “well set

back,” possesses ample yard space. Protestersigostat the station reading “Keep Out
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Urban Sprawl!” (32) and “Don’'t Be a Bedroom Subu{®2). The tacit lesson is
provincialism: stay out.

Some immigrants who rise on the social ladder assima snobbishness of those
who have previously mistreated them.Time Build-up(1952), by William Carlos
Williams (Rutherford), the characters are immigsanho enhance their social status by
moving from Hackensack to the more affluent sulmfrBRiverdale. Even a cabdriver is
snobbish, complaining, “all these newcomers t's getting too congested” (60). The
school classes are divided into desirable and ‘desgable” to accommodate “the better
element” (104). These newcomers assimilate irgontys of the community.

Carson McCullers (Georgia) presents a nightmasgieet of the suburbs in “A
Domestic Dilemma” (1951). In the protagonist’'slg@ommute, his bus from mid-town
Manhattan crosses the George Washington Bridgdeads up 4-West. Out the
window, he sees the “barren fields and lonely bgbftpassing townships” (148). The
cottage is “modern, almost too white and new omgmeow plot of yard” (148). In the
winter the year was “bleak” and the cottage “nak@dl9). He is stranded in suburbia,
where he neither belongs nor participates in highterhood. Places are breaking down.

Racial tension, discrimination, and inequality haixeded populations in the
state and stimulate riots and protests. The tgpmint is the disastrous riots in Newark
in 1967. Amiri Baraka (Newark), the late activastd writer LeRoi Jones, was actively
involved in the protests. In “From War Stories98R), set in the mid-1960s, the narrator
jogs regularly around Wake-wake Park (“named dftdrans who’d been bested in a

land deal”) in Noah (Newark); he thinks of this eoige as “running free” (58). He
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remembers the “tremors of his early years . The hunger and thirsts . . . . One stretch,
| actually thought | was carrying the slave shipuard in my head” (61).

In To Reach a Drear(1972), by Nathan C. Heard (Newark), the protagisi
neighborhood is, officially, a ghetto; “to him itas paradise.” He writes, “He saw so
much happen in those streets until eventually nergzthing at all. It just was. He, like
SO0 many others, became immunized to the thingstehed designed to snatch or
squeeze the very will to live from him” (18). Heanother black victim of the
breakdown of the community. @lockers(1992), Richard Price (New York), explores
the gritty, dead-end, drug-selling lives of yourgdik men in “Dempsey” (Kearny). In
Freedomland1998), a character moves from his neighborhoaalanwvhite area:
“Whenever he crossed the line, Lorenzo was strydkée abrupt change of scenery, a
single stoplight taking him instantly from abanddrstorefronts and end-of-the-road
public housing into a land of aluminum siding aralck after block of functional
shopping” (155). These novels emphasize the diggmbetween black and white
neighborhoods and underlying inequalities.

The Lakestown Rebelli¢978), by Kristin Hunter Lattany (Magnolia), dabes
racial relations, not in the city but in the coystde, in 1965. Lakestown’s west end,
Stony Mill, is pastoral and perfect; the east dfdigehill, is a “hideous reality created by
men’s machines and their greed” (1). The Dorseit®wim Club, which is in plain sight
of black residents, is for whites only. The segted town is based on Lawnside
(originally called New Freedom), which was once [Hrgest all-black community in

America, created by Abolitionists in 1840 for fremad escaped slaves.
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Violence in New Jersey fiction is by no means unkndyefore these riots.
During the American Revolution, New Jersey plagefnitive role. New Jersey
militias, many made up of farmer-soldiers, turn tide over a three-year period to win
the war against the BritishThankful Blosson(1875), by Bret Harte (New York, spent
three years in Morristown), takes place near Mtows during the Revolution. At the
end of the cruel, freezing winter of 1779-1780,idgiwvhich Washington’s soldiers
encamped at Wick Farm in Jockey Hollow, the eftéddhe change of seasons mirrors
the residents’ relief: the sun “poured its dinests upon the gaunt and haggard profile of
the New Jersey hills. The chilled soil respondetfeebly to that kiss; perhaps a few of
the willows that yellowed the riverbanks took odesper color. But the country folk
were certain that spring had come at last” (52).

The preceding panorama of New Jersey literaryoiiciuggests some of the
human concerns about belonging and alienationetingrge in the works of Philip Roth,
Richard Ford, and Junot Diaz. These three writersot seem at first blush to have
much in common: they were born in diverse locajdhey belong to different
generations; and they possess dissimilar stylegh R venerable, intellectually complex,
darkly comic, and absorbed with matters of sexyailitd Jewishness; Ford is
contemporary, highly literate, personal, ironicgd anminative; and Diaz is a youthful,
exuberant talent, writing a fluent mixture of Emsglj Spanish, hip-hop, science fiction,
and vernacular. Each of these authors contemplagesnpact of place on their
narrators’ destinies from an idiosyncratic perspeg¢tach believes that “the surrounding
landscape . . . inhabits characters and hangbkatfosvs over destiny” (Hardwick xiii).

The reversal of the expected formulation, that $@age inhabits characters as well as



14

characters inhabiting landscape, is inspiring asthuctive. These authors exemplify

Welty’s dictum, “Place, by confining character, ides it” (118).

Philip Roth, now in his eighties, was born in Wealgia, the Jewish
neighborhood in the southern section of Newark tieaboundary shared with the town
of Irvington. He lived in Newark until he left ha@o attend university and returns to it
repeatedly in his work. Through the guise of vasialter egos, characters like Neil
Klugman, Alexander Portnoy, and Nathan Zuckermarnghisits Newark and its
environs in his stories, all but one in the firstgon, evoking the influence and meaning
of his immigrant ancestry, his Jewish upbringingd &is childhood lived in the shadow
of the Depression and the Second World War. Sdrhesdest-known novels, relating
to Newark and drawn from a large and distinguisbeavre, includésoodbye, Columbus
(National Book Award, 1960Portnoy’s ComplaintZuckerman Unboundimerican
Pastoral winner of the Pulitzer Prize in 1998Warried a CommunistThe Human Stain
which won the PEN/Faulkner Award for Fiction in 2Q0he Plot Against Ameri¢and
Nemesis Voicing support for the “hereness” theory, AlexanBertnoy says about New
Jersey, “I cannot imagine myself living out my lday place but here” (243).

Richard Ford, now in his sixties, was born in Mssgpi and set his first nove,
Piece of My Heartthere and in Arkansas. He shrugged off his syathoots to move to
other locales, including Princeton, where he taggbative writing, and Montana, the
setting for his storied)vild LifeandRock Springs In midlife, he began to write what
emerged over a long period as a trilogy set in Newgey: The Sportswriter
Independence Dayvhich won the Pulitzer Prize for Fiction and teN/Faulkner

Award for Fiction, both in 1996; anthe Lay of the LandThe first-person, present-tense
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narrator for the three stories, Frank Bascomba nsddle-aged man from Mississippi.
The first two novels focus on “Haddam,” a largelkitg, affluent suburb combining
qualities of Princeton, Pennington, and Hopewalthie last novel of the trilogy,
Bascombe moves to “Sea-Clift,” a composite of Skableights, Seaside Park, and
Ortley Beach on the Jersey Shore. Throughouttlogy, he views life in the suburbs
through the lens of a real estate broker, conteingléhe meaning of home, “place,” and
existence. Bascombe says about New Jersey, al&mgwhe “hereness” theme, “I
could live here forever'§W48).

Junot Diaz, now in his forties, was born in the Ddoan Republic after the
tragedy of the Trujillo regime, was uprooted froms tirst home, and came with his
illegal-immigrant parents to America at the agesiaf speaking no English. Raised by
his mother after his father’s disappearance, he ggein Parlin near a landfill and went
to Rutgers. Diaz is the author of two collectiofshort storiesDrown andThis is How
You Lose Herand a novelThe Brief Wondrous World of Oscar Waanner of the
Pulitzer Prize for Fiction and the National Booktics Circle Award, both in 2007.
Diaz’s first-person, present-tense narrator is Wude las Casas, who describes, from his
literate and precocious viewpoint, the life of Daiman immigrants near Perth Amboy
struggling to survive in New Jersey while still c@cted to their other home. As Yunior
grows up, memories of his new home solidify hissegeof belonging. On the “hereness”
theme, Yunior, looking around his neighborhood sséilere’s where | kissed my first
girl” (Drown 58).

What these authors share is their interest in ti@seand effect of their different

New Jersey neighborhoods; where they differ lieth@way their characters respond to
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their place: “Place functions as the detailed @matinuous environment in which
character is formed and to which character redqtistivack 17). The interplay between
place and character and its effect on characteesitities and destinies are at the heart of

the matter in the following three chapters.



CHAPTER ONE: PHILIP ROTH
“Nothing would ever get me to leave here.”

This chapter examines Philip Roth’s place—the @mie of his Newark
neighborhood—and its intense impact upon his charsiadentities, their feelings of
belonging or of alienation, and their decisionstiay in or leave the place. This analysis
demonstrates that, while Roth treasures Newarketndns to it rapturously and
relentlessly in his stories, some of the narratassyell as the author himself, abandon
the place precisely because of its effect on th&en narrative elements of place
identified in the introduction provide a framewddkt analyzing the function and
meaning of Roth’s place: point of view; herengssticularity; neighborhood; house;
geography; imagination and memory; language; chaag®journey.

For Roth’s fiction, the local landscape, the familye house and its interior, the
street, the neighborhood, the school, the librdry playground, and the customs are the
crucial, individual components of Weequahic, th&idb enclave in Newark where Philip
Roth grew up and which he revisits continuouslizismiNewark-related novels. The idea
of a larger landscape, which is America, is alwmaesent and aspirational. About
America, Roth says, it “allows me the greatest jids$reedom to practice my vocation.
America is the placeknow best in the world. It's thenly place | know in the world”
(Finkielkraut 130). When Roth first acknowledgle tmportance of place in the lives of
his fictional characters, he states, “Ever si@o®dbye Columbuyd$'ve been drawn to
depicting the impact of place on American livest4(). He says, “American lives,”
although he soon grasps that he will write abomwu experience in New Jersey. Roth

describes his dramatic discovery about New Jersey@ace and the role it would play
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in his writing: “l had thrown Newark away, realip, Goodbye, Columbusl simply
didn’t appreciate what it was | had there. Butyears later these real places | had
known so well as a boy—the city, the high schdwoé, heighborhood—struck me
suddenly as a gift bestowed by the muse” (David€i®?). Recalling the early days of
the American Revolution while sitting in Washingt®ark, Neil Klugman deeply
appreciates his place: “Sitting there in the paf&lt a deep knowledge of Newark, an
attachment so rooted that it could not help bubhtiaout into affection”Goodbye
ColumbugqG(C] 31).

The following discussion isolates and exploresdiements of “place” in Roth’s
narrative art. First, place represents a poivi@if/, a perspective, and a voice for the
writer: it is where he stands and what he persealmut his place. As Eudora Welty
says about the writer, place “provides the bagefefence; in his work, the point of
view” (117). The point of view in Roth’s novelsgenerally a first-person-singular
narrator, whose persona conspicuously resembldssRdEritics choose assorted terms
for these narrators; for example, Louis Menand tiaksr ego;” Derek Parker Royal,
“counter-reality” (48); D. M. Thomas, “double;” amdartin Amis, “doppelganger.” Neil
Klugman, twenty-three, an atypically third-persangsilar narrator irGoodbye,
Columbuslives with his aunt and uncle in Newark and warka low-level job at the
Newark Public Library. IfPortnoy’s Complain{PC), Alexander Portnoy moves at an
early age from Jersey City with his family to graw in Weequabhic, attends Weequahic
High School, and moves to Manhattan to work in gioyernment. The narrator revealed
late inNemesigNen), Arnie Mesnikoff, is one of Bucky Cantor’s phyaieducation

students during the polio epidemic in Newark in4,94hile Philip Roth, the narrator in
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The Plot Against Americg@lot), lives in Weequahic and seven-to-nine years old
during Charles A. Lindbergh'’s fictional presidency.

The ubiquitous narrator in the Newark-related nevelthe writer Nathan
Zuckerman, who is Roth’s age, attended the santeduigool, and has a similar
biography. Inl Married a CommunisiM), American Pastora{AP), andThe Human
Stain (HS) Nathan is both the narrator and a charactershdees the narration of the
story of another character’s life, slowly immershmgself in that character, as he
imagines that character’s version of his story. cHiestructs the stories from fragments
of memory linked to personal interactions: heasawitness; he inhabits that character.
Sometimes, he seems to disappear into the naraivget is actively present. Iin
Married a CommunistNathan recounts some of the story of his friemmslith his
mentor, Ira Ringold, and turns over the narratmira’s aging brother, Murray, Nathan’s
beloved English teacher at Weequahic High SchboAmerican PastoralNathan
narrates the story, beginning with an homage torfeey Levov, a Weequahic boy, and
Nathan’s childhood hero, and later relinquishing mlarrative to Seymour, who longs for
a life in the country as a gentile gentleman farmaThe Human StairNathan starts
out researching the tale of his friend, Colemak, 3ils in parts of the story, giving some
of the role of narrator to Ernestine, sister oféoén, a black man from East Orange who
passes as a white Jewish academic at a New Engtdlede. Three other novels
narrated by Nathan, in which he is a main charaCeunterlife(CL), The Ghost Writer
(GW), andZuckerman Unboun¢ZU), concern Nathan’s own life and are written from
his country retreat where he withdraws for a rasigeasons, including the scandal

surrounding the publication @arnovskyPortnoy’'s Complairjtand his health, while
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reminiscing in his novels about his childhood inAdek. A mentor once told Nathan,
“You must change your life"GW27). One way for Roth to change his life is tadrae

a writer. In his writing, when he chronicles tife bf another character he becomes that
person; he changes his life by reimagining it fictonal character.

Roth’s nonfiction presents a separate set of prebleegarding point of view. His
autobiography is both accessible and baffling imateves labeled “nonfiction,” such as
The Facts: An Author’s Autobiograpliiyactg andPatrimony: A True Stor{Pat).
Reading Myself and Othe(Read, consisting of literary essays and lectures, gddo
another category of nonfiction. Roth wrifBlse FactsandPatrimonyin the first person
as Philip Roth, but mixes them with fictional elertse such as asking his fictional
character, Nathan Zuckerman, to critique his ndioficautobiography. In interviews, he
unhesitatingly reveals his views on the mélangkacifand fiction in his novels and his
nonfiction, a distinction in Roth’s oeuvre that afiss the critics. Louis Menand refers to
“an elaborate game of Find Philip.” He contind@sjckerman is the Roth who is not
Roth. He is Roth impersonating himself and makirsgreaders guess which part is the
fact and which part is the act.” Wallace Stegrdetsa “Consider Philip Roth'§he Facts
which isn’t facts at all. The Factds as surely a novel posing as an autobiography as
Zuckerman Unbounis an autobiography masquerading as a novel” (Ro2). David
Remnick repeats a common question, “Are you theigyypur novels?” “No,” answers
Roth, “None of this seems like autobiography to mieseems like fiction. Not to say
that one doesn’t draw on one’s experiences but watts is the use you make of it.”
Roth uses his experience, and that of other peaplpart of the raw material of his

invention. He readily accepts Stegner’s use ofatbed “masquerade” for his alter egos.
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In Zuckerman UnboundNathan discusses the difference between fictmh a
nonfiction with Alvie Pepler, an aspiring writerémtractable nuisance who forces
Nathan to read the first paragraph of his artielleich begins: “Fiction is not
autobiography, yet all fiction, | am convincedinssome sense rooted in autobiography”
(150). In an exchange with Hermione Lee abouther ego Nathan Zuckerman, Roth
talks about his role as a novelist: “It's all e of impersonation, isn’'t it? That's the
fundamental novelistic gift.” The work of a nostlis invention. “Making fake
biography, false history, concocting a half-imagynexistence out of the actual drama of
my life is my life.” Using Nathan as his foil, Roth’s assiglee posture of a
“masquerade”: “To go around in disguise. To acharacter. To pass oneself off as
what one is not. To pretend. The sly and cunmiagquerade.” Roth easily and amiably
confesses he is an “impersonator,” a “liar,” arid@ man” (Lee, “Philip Roth”). After
Nathan read¥he Factshe is highly critical of Roth’s rendering of tpkace; he urges
him not to publish the book, complaining that hekeptical of Roth’s depiction of his
neighborhood as more Edenic than it could possibiye been, that the author self-
aggrandizes, and that he is certainly hiding somgthnpleasant about his childhood.
The effect of this “masquerading” technique, thesibling phenomenon of the
Roth/Zuckerman characters, calls for an alertnessy duplicity on Nathan’s part and
guestions his reliability as a narrator. This dgsion periodically raises questions like
these, some of the ambiguity and ambivalence dRotit’s feelings toward place,
culminating toward the end of this chapter in aseasment of Roth’s view of place and

its impact on his characters.
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Crucial to point of view and perspective on plazéhie writer’s voice. IThe
Ghost Writer the writer E. I. Lonoff tells the youthful, hewsrshipping, aspiring-writer
Nathan that he has “the most compelling voice ehavcountered in years . ... | don't
mean style . ... | mean voice: something tlegiiies at around the back of the knees and
reaches well above the head” (93). Lonoff's dgdimmn of voice emphasizes perspective,
where the writer stands and who he is in relatmohi$ place. Michael Kimmage
describes this “voice” as “expressing the wholesparand uniting [the writer] with the
surrounding world” (132). Nathan’s voice bespetllespassion with which he views and
conveys his place in New Jersey in relationshitnéoouter world. Early in his career,
Roth discovers “narrative voice” @atcher in the RyandHuckleberry FinaR—“not that |
wanted to copy the writer[s], but | discovered witegt power of voice was” (Sanoff 213).
He learns from Salinger and Twain that voice revéa¢ ethos and essence of place. Leo
Marx interprets the narrator’s voiceluck Finnas telling his story in his own language
the way a river pilot must “memorize the landscapeto know the river” (320). Huck
“belongs” to the terrain: “his native language &ive to it” (333).

David Remnick writes that, after the general owtrager “Defender of the Faith,”
the so-called “Jewish story” Boodbye, Columbuyfoth wrote two noveld,etting Go
andWhen She Was Gooasing a different, non-New Jersey, voice. Hetteturned to
his native voice, which “came more from Newark tifiam the graduate school seminar
rooms.” In the essay “Goodbye Newark,” Roth rectihat, after he tried to find a new
manner of writing, he reverted to his original Nekvaliom and topic. In that piece,

Roth says he had never imagined, while readindpéisé English prose at college, that he

could write aboutthe tiresome tension between parents and chilofréower-middle-
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class Jewish Newark” or that “arguments about stsiled shrimp cocktail, about going
to synagogue and being good” had anything to db $itakespeare and real life. Roth
had thought he would only be able to enter “a woflthtellectual consequence” if he
were to move “beyond the unsubtle locutions andssoaimplifications of the families
still living where he’s grown up, a tiny provinciahclosure where there was no longer
room for the likes of him” (Remnick). He reiterat@ The Factshis surprise that his
writing could be “rooted in a parochial Jewish rtidigrhood having nothing to do with
the enigma of time and space or good and evil peagance and reality” (59). The
apparent value and unigueness of his native phas@&eighborhood, he realizes, is what
permits him to write about it.

Second, place means “hereness”; it creates foactas a physical and emotional
presence, an identitgnd an immediacyWrites Welty “Fiction is properly at work in
the here and now, or the past made here and nowi fmvelswe have to be there”
(117). Place is sensory: it conveys what thea@usbes, hears, smells, touches, and
tastes; it is the way the writer makes the reaglelrtie is “here.” Henry David Thoreau is
an example of “hereness” in the creation of hiskwokbout Walden Pond and its
environs, Thoreau writes, “Here where the engagement had to be made” (Turner 36)
Thoreau adds in a journal entry, “Think of the aangate folly of attempting to go
away from here! When the constant endeavor shoeikt get nearer and nearer here”
(521). Thoreau devoted himself to his place, a&sd®oth. Roth echoes Thoreau’s
sentiments iMhe Plot Against Americavhen young Philip, the narrator, describes his
own street, his own Summit Avenue, his own Waldes here: “Tinged with the bright

after-storm light, Summit Avenue was as agleam Vifiéghas a pet, my own silky,
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pulsating pet, washed clean by sheets of fallingginand now stretched its full length to
bask in the bliss. Nothing would ever get me av&here” (207). This cadence and this
alliteration project a sensuous sensation: “puiggpiet;” “bask in the bliss.”

Another example of “hereness” is Alexander Portm@yyful feeling about the
game of baseball, the players, the ambience, ttenbss: “I tell you, they [all the Jews
with whom his father went to school in the old Elifgard] are an endearing lot! 1 sitin
the wooden stands alongside first base, inhaliaggbur springtime bouquet in the
pocket of my fielder's mitt—sweat, leather, Vaselrand laughing my head off. |
cannot imagine myself living out my life any pldmet here. Why leave, why go, when
there is everything here that | will ever want?432 In addition to celebrating the place,
this passage also makes the reader feel “herdikisupple use of the sense of smell—
“inhaling” the “sour bouquet” of “sweat, leatheraseline.”

During the agony of the Lindbergh presidency, iBisilfather emphasizes that
right “here” is where the horrifying events areeating them, their families, their
neighborhood: “What's history? History is eveiptipthat happens everywhere. Even
herein Newark. Everhereon Summit Avenue”Rlot 180). Roth tells ifrReading Myself
and Othersabout his mother’s inviting his Hebrew teacherdomer. In consternation,
he asks his mother for confirmation: she has tewhis Hebrew teacher for dinner
here?” She replies, “Of course here” (260). Philigignned that someone of the stature
of the Hebrew teacher will deign to come here ®Rioths’ modest, precious home.

A reader who is trying to fathom the impossibleaidé Lindbergh’s being
President of the United StatesTihe Plot Against Americanight easily respond with the

stock phrase, “But that's impossible—it can’t happerd” In the novel, Roth is
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drawing on a tradition in American literature déised by Paul Berman as “jeremiads
about America’s ability to transmute overnight iatéascist monstrosity.” As examples,
Berman cites three early novels: Jack Londdiiis Iron Hee[(1908), Nathanael West's
A Cool Million (1934), and Sinclair Lewidt Can’t Happen Herg1938). The title of
Lewis’s novel plays on the “hereness” refrain, takies place in a bizarre shift of milieu:
both Lewis’s novel about fascism and West's aratgld in the unlikely soil of
progressive Vermont. Not surprisingly, the plankghe platform of the fascist leader in
the former, Buzz Windrip, patently discriminate ega“Jews and Negroes;” in the
latter, Shagpoke Whipple is fighting “internatiodawish bankers and Communists”
(Micou, Fiction Set in Vermontl48, 259). One of the scariest aspecibhaf Plot
Against Americaas Berman observes, is the insidious pro-Lindbeatbi who argues
against America’s entering what will become Worl&aM.

A further use of “hereness” appeard Married a Communistvhen Nathan visits
Ira Ringold, his older mentor and friend who pra@sdntellectual and literary guidance at
a critical stage in Nathan’s development. Iramftees a pioneer’s life in a shack in Zinc
Town, a mining area in northwestern New Jerseyth&taappreciates Ira’s discipline and
hard work; these attributes explain why he is sowirto Ira and his ideas. At seventeen,
this simple life makes Nathan feel he belongsisheere. He does not mean he wants to
be a Communist like Ira; he seeks his own pathwhgn a man who is “claimed by
nothing but his idea . . . who understands alma@ghematically what he needs to live an
honorable life, then you think, as | didere is where | belon§(235). Thus, in Ira’s
life, Nathan discovers his own “hereness.” Aftey®our Levov moves out of Newark

and into his dream house in a gentile, Republi@aghiborhood west of Newark in
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American Pastoralhe, too, is enamored of “hereness.” One cambealled by
hereness but also deceived; Seymour believes,kardig “Everything that gave
meaning to his accomplishments had been Ameridaverything he loved was here”
(213). He seriously miscalculates what would bhimg and his family happiness and a
sense of belonging; instead, changing his placéhanidientity alienates him.
Nathan pays homage to “hereness” in this passageTthe Ghost Writenn
which he salutes some of the meaningful crossroadss life while driving by them; he
recalls them as though they were present, immediatknow:
No lawn we passed, no driveway, no garage, no lastppo little brick
stoop was without its power over me. Here | hattficed my sidearm
curve, here on my sled | had broken a tooth, hbalcopped my first
feel, here for teasing a friend | had been slajechy mother, here | had
learned that my grandfather was dea@W@88)
For Nathan, life in the neighborhood is here. Tireck stoop,” which includes both the
little porch at the top of the stairs at the thrddho the house and the set of steps leading
down to the street, constitutes the center of comaations among Weequahic
neighbors. It is where neighbors sit through lhiwbser evenings, while children play in
the street; it is what housewives wash by hand.Married a CommunistNathan sits
companionably on the stoop and shares ice watérthat Ringold brothers; this is what
neighbors do.
Third, place is exact, detailed, and particulat,alwstract, vague, or generic.
Henry James confirms the importance of detail ilveying place: “the air of reality

(solidity of specification) seems to me to be thpreme virtue of a novel’Aft of Fiction



27

173). In his Weequahic High School’s forty-fiftaunion address, which Nathan writes
but does not deliver, Nathan expatiates on thenask and variety of detail in his
classmates’ Weequahic youth. He stresses botlintineensity” of remembered detalil
and the sensation of the past’s being here inuhed” present.
Am | mistaken to think that even back then, inthed present, the
fullness of life stirred our emotions to an extdionary extent? Has
anywhere since so engrossed you in its ocean ailgizt . . the immensity
of the detail, the force of the detail, the weighthe detail—the rich
endlessness of detail surrounding you in your ydileag . . AP 42-43)
Roth’s use of cumulative detail in his mesmeriziats conveys the “hereness” of
place to the reader. He glories in the detailhefplace’s practical businesses, such as
glove making imAmerican Pastoraltaxidermy inl Married a Communistand dairy
farming inTheHuman Stain The tannery, for Seymour Levov’s father, thddtcbf
immigrants, represents both his high school anddliege education. The prose is
granular with detail; it intends, by its word cheido repel the reader as Roth summons
up the experience of a fourteen-year-old boy’s serision in Hell. Words like “brutish,”
“animal,” “dark caves,” and their weapons, “hooksl staves,” evoke the prehistoric
nature of the working conditions. Roth’s incessggrunds—*“cooking,” “dehairing,”
“pickling,” “degreasing,” “wringing,” “hanging,” “sinking,” “dragging,” “pushing,” and
“flooding”—are reminiscent of Robert Fagles’s triati®n of The Odysseyn which
Homer creates a storm by piling gerunds one omt@mother—"crashing, spinning,
brawling, snapping, hurling, struggling, spewingupng, huddling, tossing, clutching,

and flinging” (Book Five: 347-366). Roth’s onellaple nouns stun with their direct
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Anglo-Saxon power: “grease,” “skins,” “hunks,” tgj” “flesh,” and “swill.” The power

of the mounting effect sucks the reader into theeutow:
The tannery that stank of both the slaughterhoodelee chemical plant
from the soaking of flesh and the cooking of flesid the dehairing and
pickling and degreasing of hides, where round tbekcin the
summertime the blowers drying the thousands andlstinads of hanging
skins raised the temperature in the low-ceilinggdrdom to a hundred
and twenty degrees, where the vast vat rooms vwakeas caves and
flooded with swill, where brutish workmen, heawlgroned, armed with
hooks and staves, dragging and pushing overloadgong, wringing and
hanging waterlogged skins were driven like anintfaleugh the laborious
storm that was a twelve-hour shift—a filthy, stingiplaced awash with
water dyed red and black and blue and green, wittk$of skin all over
the floor, everywhere pits of grease, hills of dadtrrels of solvent—this

was Lou Levov’s high school and collegaP(12)

Seymour Levov, who has moved out of Newark and iecha gentile woman, is
in love with the countryside around Old Rimrock {@ick, New Jersey]. He owns a
hundred acres of American local history, with adld house, outbuildings, and a dairy
farm. Seymour’s depiction of the landscape isdisiil and naive, filled with “puppy
love,” representing his puerile decisions for magvia the country. His vague details
reveal that he does not realize where he is and ivireeans:
... fences he loved, the rolling hay fields ¢neld, the corn fields, the

turnip fields, the barns, the horses, the cowsptmals, the streams, the
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springs, the falls, the watercress, the scourispes, the meadows, the

acres and acres and acres of woods he loved wibh ahew country

dweller’s puppy love of nature, until he reacheel ¢entury-old maple

trees he loved and the substantial old stone hoeidaved. AP 318)
These fields, the barns, and the trees will noteser satisfy Seymour’s American dream.
Nathan demonstrates that using a trite backgraauptece of empty scenery without
authentic detail, does not convey place compelingtoth’s interest in and use of
precise detail, “keeping the particular alive igemeralizing world” (Kelly), are what
distinguish his descriptions of place with suchovignd individuality. Il Married a
CommunistNathan learns the distinction between politicd Berature. One of his
progressive mentors, Leo Glucksman, says, “Poligitee great generalizer . . . and
literature the great particularizer.” Leo contiaubke distinction between the
simplification of ideas in politics and the imparta of nuance to art. “Particularizing
suffering: there is literature” (223).

On the utilization of detail, Roth states that w8atl Bellow, Bernard Malamud,
and he had in common was once the property ofdhecdotal local colorists [growing
into] a fiction having entirely different intentisnbut which remains grounded in the
colorful specificity of the locale” (Finkielkraut2B). Kimmage also notes Roth’s use of
detail; he comments that Roth brings Newark histdiye with his “precise, dense,
significant detail—visual detail, architectural @étsociological detail, and ‘ethnic
detail,’ the details of race, ethnicity and religiaround which this American city

coheres” (5). The effect of particularity on Ratlprose is concentrated and immediate.
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Fourth, place is a neighborhood, a critical featar@oth’s local landscape. The
origin of Philip’s devotion for his neighborhooddseply embedded in nineteenth-
century immigration. “In 1880, Newark was a cifyapproximately 100,000 people,
most of them of British stock. And then, betwe&8Q and World War |, 250,000
immigrants came [to Newark], two and a half times population” (Rothstein, Searles
275). Roth’s ancestry is typical Weequahic: his maternal grandparents were native
Jewish-Americans; his father’'s grandparents werergnthe Jewish immigrants who
began arriving in New Jersey in the 1880s. Littkss known about them except that they
were émigrés from Eastern Europe, orthodox, Yiddiggaking, and traditional. His
parents grew up in the tenements in the Third Véadithe Down Neck of Newark and,
in the 1920s, moved into Clinton Hill or Weequahidiich was built on farm lots at the
underdeveloped southwest edge of Newark just @iatd War I. These immigrants
inevitably formed their own neighborhoods, whichehe as insulated as gated
communities—Weequahic the Jewish ghetto, the N&dind the Italian, and the Central
Ward the black,” writes Lawrence Schwarz (“Rothc®3. His choice of words does
not escape notice: the word “gated” suggests &gged.” Those in Weequahic were
white, Jewish, and lived “in a city within a city, a world of their own” (Rothstein,
Searlesl27). Michael Kimmage adds, “These neighborhoasime rivalrous,
competing, somewhat xenophobic subcultures withencity” (31). The black residents,
who filled the places the whites left, were ex@diand discriminated against. After the
black insurrection, July 14 and 15, 1967, the whigt was very large.

The Jewish immigrants’ sons, fathers like HermathRloou Levov, and Victor

Zuckerman, clung to strong values; Michiko Kakutamphasizes their “absolutely
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totalistic notions of what is good and what is tigfiPostwar”). All they wanted was to
improve the life of their children, primarily thrgh educational opportunities, as
Americans. Nathan describes his Jewish fathee, figlsponsible chiropodist,” for whom
life had been “a dogged climb up from the abyskisimmigrant father’s poverty, and
not merely so as to improve his personal lot beinévally to rescue everyone as the
family messiah” CL 37). About his father, Roth writes, “All the tinfien thinking that

the real work, the invisible, huge job that he dlidhis life, that that whole generation of
Jews didwas making themselves American. Testcitizens” Pat 125). Another sign
of ambiguity treated in the assessment at the étidsodiscussion is Roth’s emphasis on
the influence of the original immigrants on thegidiorhood. He salutes their patriotism
and community loyalty as notable and estimable;esofrthe offspring may find their

example suffocating, demanding, or emasculating.

As Nathan listens to E. I. Lonoff's reminiscendd®y revive “feelings of kinship
... for our own largely Americanized clan, moresd immigrant shopkeepers to begin
with, who'’d carried on a shtetl life ten minutesalw from the pillared banks and
gargoyled insurance cathedral of downtown Newa@M13). From age twelve to high
school graduation, he describes himself as a gogdabgood student, influenced “by the
social regulations of the self-conscious and oyderver-middle-class neighborhood
where | had been raised,” with certain social a@amsts passed down to him “by the
religious orthodoxy of my immigrant grandparentslauro 81). The reader is aware of
the frequency with which Roth mentions his originis, “forces”. “lI am probably right
now as devoted to my origins as | ever was . Régd9); and he feels “affinities” toward

“the forces that first shaped mdR€ad9-10). The refrain about these early “forces¢’ th
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importance of place, his neighborhood, and its ichpa Roth’s life, feels unrelenting

and persuasive. A skepticism or concern aboutstament becomes part of the
assessment. Weighing Roth’s passion and devaiibrstneighborhood, the question
arises whether his attitude toward his neighborhe@kaggerated and defensive because
he perceives it as parochial and provincial.

Martin Amis comments on the extent of anti-SemitisrAmerica in the 1930s,
while Roth was growing up, which reached its “hist@pogee in 1944.” When news of
the Holocaust emerged in May/June 1942 (“700,00€radly dead”), the news media gave
it little attention. After an angry, hate-filledaction met Roth’s first bookzoodbye
Columbusespecially the story “A Defender of the Faith@tR swore he “would never
write about Jews again.” WitPortnoy’s Complainthe found his subject, “which is to
say he had found himself” and his native-NewarlcgoiAnti-Semitism is an underlying
concern in Roth’s descriptions of his childhoodugh his parents tried both to protect
him and to inculcate him with pride in being a JeWhen Seymour Levov moves to the
gentile community of Old Rimrock, he understandsine faces when his WASP
neighbor, Jim Orcutt, boasts of his patrician ataresand shows off the family
graveyard. Seymour realizes what a long distaedeals to climb to enter Orcutt’s
America; “this guy washere (AP 306), and had been for years. Little by littley@our
comprehends that Old Rimrock is “a world of gentiealth where the buildings were
covered with ivy and the people had money and dcessa certain style. Didn’t admit
Jews, didn’t know Jews, probably didn’t like Jewdlaat much” AP 307). Roth
describes a few of his memories of anti-Semitisms—+ather’s difficulty in climbing the

corporate ladder, other kids yelling “Kikes!,” ahi$ segregated fraternity experience at
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college (Pierpont 153). Bucky Cantor’s grandfatlearns his fearlessness from the
Newark tenements, where aggressive anti-Semitisgnflagrant, and encourages Bucky
to “stand up for himself as a JeWwNl€m?25). ThePlot Against Americaeveals anti-
Semitism in America at its nadir.

Roth talks passionately about his neighborhooditardyers of “connectivity.”
He describes Newark in the 1930s and 1940 as thie wb*rings within rings . . .
multiple allegiances’ to his family, his Jewishnasshis street, and neighborhood and
city, state, and country” (Darling 272). Much ohat Roth learned about Newark came
from his father, who was “like a city reporter iis knowledge of the place” (Sanoff
268). Roth’s later stories are largely about “ramfly and father and his impact on my
life. There’s my neighborhood, and its impact onlife” (Rothstein, “From Philip”
226). Roth’s first stories did not draw so much upondws family as upon “the ethos
of my highly self-conscious Jewish neighborhodéd¢ts72). Roth’s frequent iterations
about the “ethos” of his neighborhood are embletnathis persistent effort to show the
impact of the neighborhood upon the charactersitides; he is not exploiting his life
and his family to write his stories so much asdhetilizing the place in which he lives.
In the same way, he states in “Writing Americartibig,” “The writer needs a valid
sense of community in order to work . . . withol¢gitimate sense of community, the
novelist faces a loss of subject that amountsléssof vocation” (Jones and Nance 130).
Roth also understands Weequabhic’s “fantasy lifehglwith a “legitimate sense” of his
neighborhood. As he says to Pierpont, “If you dénow the fantasy life of a country,

it's hard to write fiction about it that isn’t justdescription of the décor, human and
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otherwise” (150). The phrase “fantasy life” resuds in the final assessment in regard to
Nathan'’s critique of Roth’s depiction of his chitatid.

In Nathan’s high school reunion address, his enadanrihis neighborhood flow
for pages. He tries to recreate the atmospherewsuding his childhood, at the time of
the Depression and in the aftermath of World WaHe meditates upon the
neighborhood, his parents, and their determinahantheir children should be,
importantly, safe, but, above all, should be sigaift: “You must not come to nothing!
Make something of yourselve§AP 41). The parents’ fervent attempts to influeriosrt
children are moving and heroic. “Am | wrong tortkithat we delighted in living there?”
Nathan asks rhetoricall AP 42). He is struck by the way they, as childremaentrated
on things, on details. “Perhaps by definition aghkorhood is the place to which a child
spontaneously gives undivided attention; that'suhi@tered way meaning comes to
children, just glowing on the surface of thing&R42-43). His immersion in life has
never been so complete “as it was in those stretiesie every block, every backyard,
every house, eveffoor of every house—the walls, ceilings, doors, anddawms of
every last friend’s family apartment—came to bebsolutely individualized”AP 43).

In Roth’s chronicling of the particularities of hpgace, his emotion is palpable.
Despite anti-Semitism and the effects of the Deppoesand World War |l,
Nathan highlights the optimism pervading his chidt: “ours was not a neighborhood
steeped in darkness. The place was bright withstiibusness. There was a big belief in
life and we were steered relentlessly in the dioecdf success: a better existence was
going to be ours. The goal washavegoals . ..” AP 41). He stresses once again the

families’ encouragements for the children to sudceso hint of tragedy or misfortune
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colors his optimism. “It was this edict [to haveais] that made the neighborhood a
cohesive place. A whole community perpetually ionjplg us not to be immoderate and
screw up, imploring us to grasp opportunity, expboir advantages, remember what
matters” AP 41). Inevitably, questions arise as to whethahRand his alter egos,
protest too much about their childhood and theigmaorhood. Nathan frequently
accuses Roth of exaggerating the charms of the plabe high value theeighborhood
parents place on their children’s behaving well Badoming someone could be read as
commending and supporting or as nagging and priegsuln fact, the effect of all this
wholehearted tutelage on the young people is stamalgmpressive.

In addition to the children’s futures, the focusrgerest in Roth’s childhood
neighborhood is baseball, the American craze. dtdnl and adults alike spend hours at
the Chancellor Avenue playground. Baseball is whéewishness and America
converged” (Kimmage 35). Roth says, “His boyhoodiety cohered around the game of
baseball” Facts32); he refers elsewhere to his “baseball-besgtveith” (AP 155). He
apostrophizes, “Oh, to be a center fielder, a cdrmller—and nothing more!"RC 72).

He wrote about baseball ithe Great American Novbekecause it is one subject he is
“grounded in” Read86) and to which he feels close. His phrase guitjgests the
baseball term, “a grounder.” To illustrate howegt’ the novel's aspirations are, his
narrator is named Word Smith (“Call me Smitty”) thva nod to Melville. Tributes to the
sport continue. Alex Portnoy tells his psychoasglyyou can’t imagine how glorious
the baseball field was.” Alex is amazed that pe@xist who are as at ease in life as he
is with playing baseball—he knew every gesturereweiance “down to the smallest

particular” PC 72). In fact, Roth idolizes the game. “If evérdd been called upon to
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express my love for my neighborhood in a singlesremtial act, | couldn’t have done

better than to get down on my hands and kneesiaadHe ground behind home plate”

(Facts 29. He worships the “ground” of the baseball field.
Another essential feature in the local landscapleddibrary. For Roth,
the public library is supreme: a place; a “kinggban“haven” (Posnock
6). Roth’s work is imbued with a literary sendiyiland a reverence for
literature. The Newark Public Library, Neil's eropeér, is for Roth a
symbol of “a sense of community, a comradeshipya bf learning, a
milieu of American success.” He describes theadiuilding as a “place
of grandeur; there was something overwhelming abouthe open stacks,
all those books, the knowledge” (RothstBiviT). The library is a

“milieu,” an honored place.

Fifth, part of the local landscape of place is acsgl house, a home. An integral
element of the American dream is to inhabit—perhagsurchase—a house of one’s
own. Many of Roth’s—or his alter egos'—memoriesaiNewark evoke one of the
houses in which he lived. Today, a plaque idezgithe celebrated house at 81 Summit
Avenue as “Historic site: Philip Roth Home.” Lohgfore the town consecrated his
boyhood home, he commemorates the house and it fymbolizes in his fiction.

Roth, or his narrators, frequently refer to theigef that his neighborhood and his house
provide. That sense of safety is reflected in @ag&achelard’$oetics of Spacevhich
represents, in part, a paean to the importandeeottiildhood house. He selects
descriptors such as a “shelter” for dreaming aragimng (viii), a “cradle, a warm

bosom” (7), and “a nest in the world” (30). Alsgpasite in relation to Roth’s writing
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about his childhood is Bachelard’s finding the reugeresting “as a tool for analysis of
the human soul” (xxxvii), as “the first cosmos ftsr young children” (4), and, most
importantly, as the “localization of our memori€8). All these points correspond to the
way Roth recaptures the past and recreates ieaemrand immediate.

Roth’s house, and that of his narrators, symbokzpkce of order and discipline,
cleanliness and safety, love and play, and valodsstandards by which to live one’s
life. He recalls, “The houses were all two-andad-family houses . . .. In warm
weather, people sat on their stoops and on beatsch the driveway” (RothsteidYT
277). Throughout Roth’s novels, the chorus, “tleedined street,” sings out in his
graphic memories of the houses’ settings. Natbamnisces, “There was no end to all |
could remember happening to me on this street effamily brick houses more or less
like ours, owned by Jews more or less like us, o six rooms with a ‘finished’
basement and a screened-in porch on a street dttedrees was something never to be
taken for granted, given the sidethe city where they'd started outG{V88-89).
Again, Roth commemorates th#luence of the ancestors, the Jewish immigrarts w
began their American lives across town in an utieaement.Distinctions in housing
exist within ethnicities; Seymour Levov’'s succesédther, after an effort to succeed that
would kill most men, moves his family to Keer Aventwhere the rich Jews lived in
real houses, not the rented apartments in the tiwae-, and four-family dwellings with

brick stoops” AP 10)—brick, like Roth’s, instead of the flagstorfelte more affluent.

The theme of belonging underlies Roth’s recurrigfgrences to “tree-lined
streets” and words like “safe,” “peaceful havemtléfriendly” to convey the way his

family house makes him feel. “Our lower middlesdaneighborhood of houses and
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shops—a few square miles of tree-lined streetseatorner of the city bordering on
residential Hillside and semi-industrialized Irving—was as safe and peaceful a haven
for me as his rural community would have been folmaliana farm boy”Kacts30). He
describes next-door Irvington as a somehow thr@adegentile town, across the city line
from “the streets and houses of my safe and friedelvish quarter’RC 143). His
descriptions of Nathan and Philip’s houses presentimages. Here is Nathan’s house:
“Until the spring of 1941, when the boys were eightl four and the Zuckermans moved
into the one-family brick house on the tree-ling@et up the hill from the park, they had
lived at the less desirable end of their Jewishim@orhood, in a small apartment building
at the corner of Lyons and LeslieZ{ 219). And here is Philip’s: “We lived in the
second-floor flat of a small two-and-a-half-familguse on a tree-lined street of frame
wooden houses with red-brick steps, each stoopetbpith a gable roof and fronted by a
tiny yard boxed in with a low-cut hedgePIpt 1-2). The assessment toward the end of
the chapter questions whether the frequent repetttf phrases like “the tree-lined street”
and “the brick houses” renders them clichéd andlen@ continue to hold meaning.
Living in a house involves chores to be done. Paissage exemplifies the

rhythm of the stultifying, daily routine, over aodger, like “the metronome of daily
neighborhood life, the old American-city chain @iy’ (IM 17). The passage offers an
expansive list of gerunds; it is a song, an antherhnard work.

Taking down the screens, putting up the screeaariolg the snow, salting

the ice, sweeping the sidewalk, clipping the hedgeshing the car,

collecting and burning the leaves, twice daily fr@utober through

March descending to the cellar and tending theafterthat heated your
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flat—stoking the fire, banking the fire, shovelitige ashes, lugging ashes

up the stairs in buckets and out to the garbBgelLy).
More backbreaking chores accrue to the women’'sathey reach out from their back
windows in all temperatures to hang and peg wetstene at a time. IRatrimony Roth
again mentions the street, “our cozy, clannishestoétwo-and-a-half-family houses”
(234-45). The modifiers “cozy, clannish” emphadizeir neighborhood’s safety,
protection, and support because they constitudéenayf, a clan, a tribe, a community.
Roth writes, “His whole clan was devout New Dedl¢Readl10). When Nathan first
describes Seymour Levov, he acclaims his proweas ashlete and his good looks and
their pride at his belonging to their neighborhotide blue-eyed blonde born into our
tribe” (AP 3). The safety and comfort of the community astant refrain.

Although Roth and his narrators live in a Jewisblave, the theme of being both
Jewish and American emerges early in their childisodt seems to him that growing up
Jewish and growing up American were “indistingulsba (Facts121). Particularly after
the war, Jews had “that wonderful feeling that e#as entitled to no less than anyone
else, that one could do anything and could be eecldrom nothing, came from our
belief in the boundlessness of the democracy irchvinie lived and to which we
belonged” Facts123). In his exuberance about democracy, Rotiolus to the core of
the argument that life in Weequabhic is safe, paedcahd protected because they as Jews
belong to the place instead of feeling alienatad.important as feeling American was
feeling a part of New Jersey. New Jersey is wherkves and celebrates his citizenship.
He recalls, “I have never doubted this country wase (and New Jersey and Newark as

well)” (Facts20). His generation was “exuberant, growing upiseand American in
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the greatest country in the world”dcts123). InPlot Against AmericaPhilip calls forth
the intrinsic nature of the Jews in his neighbotho®hey were neither proud nor
ashamed of being Jews. “What they were was wiegt¢buldn’t get rid of—what they
couldn’t even begin to want to get rid of. Thegiry Jews issued from their being
themselves, as did their being AmericaRlat 220). He extols his heritage.

Sixth, place is a geographical setting. Ernest idgmay believed that in fiction
“unless you have geography, background . . . yme Inathing” (Baker 49). Young
Philip, in The Plot Against Americ&laims to be in possession of a sixth sense, “the
geographic sense, the sharp sense of where hedihgedho and what surrounded him”
(212). Roth has expressed that gift in the wagdreveys the minutiae of his
surroundings. Geographical setting is closelydohko social aspirations; the map of
Newark and its western environs are emblematiaftédrdnt identities and manners of
life that attract Jewish residents. As soon as #reyable, Jews leave Newark and move
to the west (Bloom). These pioneers are not sgeiahd, like California prospectors;
they yearn for a new and freer way of life, one enassimilated and American, found in
the western part of New Jersey. In the 1930s 8404, “the western edge of
Weequahic’s neighborhood took shape as Newark'ssbefwontier” (Plot 160). In
Goodbye, Columbu$eil explains this transformative phenomenon:

The neighborhood had changed; the old Jews likgmaydparents had
struggled and died, and their offspring had stred@nd prospered, and
moved further and further west, toward the edgiekark, then out of it,

and up the slope of the Orange Mountains, unty theed reached the crest
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and started down the other side, pouring into ¢geteiritory as the
Scotch-Irish had poured through the Cumberland Ga).

Neil finds himself tempted by this same path westlvan a journey toward the
metaphorical suburbs of Brenda Patimkin’s homeharSHills. He cannot but contrast
his hellish, hot, tarry, and crowded neighborhodath whe cooler “heaven” of Short Hills.
After Neil has driven out of Newark, past Irvingidre finds that “the hundred and eighty
feet that the suburbs rose in altitude above Neweskight one closer to heaven, for the
sun itself became bigger, lower, and round&C(@). He passes houses where no one
sits on stoops the way they do in his neighborhdddt wanting to be early for his first
evening with her parents, he drives up and doveettr'whose names were those of
eastern colleges, as though the township yearsrwm things were named, had planned
the destinies of the sons of its citizen&J9). Neil sees that place affects the
“destinies” of its inhabitants’ children, who deweplinto conservative adults and stay in

suburbs like Short Hills and Old Rimrock.

This observation foreshadows a conversation alumléges that he and Brenda
conduct, in which she evinces her snobbery. Msiénts the way she says she goes to
school in “Boston,” instead of saying, “Radcliff63C 11). She condescends to his
living in Newark; cruelly, she says, “My motherlistininks we live in Newark” GC 26).

In contrast to the closely aligned houses in Neiégghborhood, Brenda'’s family belongs
to a country club and owns enough property in thentry to accommodate a badminton
court. Inl Married a CommunistNathan accompanies his older friend and mengor Ir
Ringold to visit a friend of his in Maplewood, wedtNewark and Irvington. They drive

along “the quiet Maplewood streets, past all treaphnt one-family houses where live
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the ex-Newark Jews who’d latterly acquired thestfthomes and their first lawns and
their first country-club affiliations” (99). Theskews dearly seek after these
accoutrements of a life well lived—an American liée a Jew living in New Jersey.
Seymour has a vision about moving west. Whers Isexteen, riding with the
baseball team to a game against Whippany, “asdhexye along the narrow roads
curving westward through the rural Jersey hillssae a large stone house with black
shutters set on a rise back of some treA8’189). After that moment, his one goal is to
move to desirable, seductive west Jersey. Whegrdwes up and chooses Morris
County, his father counsels as an alternativeiviisg in Newstead, the Jewish section of
South Orange, but Seymour wants “a barn, a millpandhe remains of a gristmill that
had supplied grain for Washington’s troop8P(307). He equates Old Rimrock with
America’s pioneers, the Puritans, the foundingdegh He is “settling Revolutionary
Jersey as if for the very first time” (Halio 154n his Revolutionary-era house and
property, Seymour sees himself as a “pioneer” arfdlly cognizant of the contrast
between his way of living and his father’s. He vgaio “get as far out west in New
Jersey as he couldAP 307). He will be the successful young presidénhe company,
a daily commuter from his home “some thirty-oddesilvest of Newark, out past the
suburbs—a short range pioneer living on a hundoed-arm on a back road on the
sparsely habitated hills beyond Morristown in wiegltrural Old Rimrock” AP 14).
This “thirty-odd miles” is a world away from therti@ery floor where Lou Levov began
life in America, “paring away from the true skirethubbery flesh that had ghoulishly
swelled to twice its thickness in the great limé&sVgAP 14). Seymour believes that

changing his place will renew his life.
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In ThePlot Against AmericaPhilip’s interest in geography leads him to odtlle
postage stamps with pictures of national parkshemt his mother persuades him to
consult a map to learn the locations of Lindberglisst Folks” program for Jewish
families relocated to gentile families living inetiMiddle West. He does not have to
travel so far as that to discern the differencesragrethnic groups; he can pick out “The
dark treeline of the Watchungs, a low-lying mountange, fringed by great estates and
affluent, sparsely populated, the extreme edghekhown world—and about eight
miles from our house . . .. Union County, anotdew Jersey entirely” (2). Union,
almost next door to the Roths, is a gentile ai&&en in his beloved central New Jersey,
there are those who belong and those who feelaben

Topography is kin to geography. As Elizabeth Boweites, “What gives fiction
its verisimilitude is its topographyPfctures34). Natural landscapes—countryside, rural
expanses—rarely appear in Roth’s novels; evendtees at the Shore are suburban,
populated, and commercial. With the exceptionefrSour Levov’s pastoral idyll in Old
Rimrock, the imagery associated with Roth’s notbtandscape is gritty and urban.
Young Philip glimpses a single intimation of a iUeandscape from the back of St.
Peter’s, Newark’s Roman Catholic church, wheraiektfarm, the kind that made New
Jersey “the Garden State,” sells produce from “Cachfamily vegetable farms [that]
dotted the undeveloped rural reaches of the s(let 161). Elizabeth Hardwick
pictures Roth’s landscapes as filled with peo{e the Levov family laboring to
survive: “The marriages, the children, the bussnése houses, are the landscape of toil
and success” (272). Visiting in Israel, Nathan omnts, “His landscape wasn't the

Negev wilderness, or the Galilean hills . . . itsiwadustrial, immigrant America—
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Newark, where | had been raise€L(53). In Alex Portnoy's Newark neighborhood, no
one knows the botanical names for what grows otlh@pavement in front of the house.
“What | see first in the landscape isn’t the fldbalieve me—it’s the fauna, the human
opposition, who is screwing and who is getting se@®’ (PC 222). Place is ambience,
both social and political. As the introduction dmratrates, the social landscape in New
Jersey, its class distinctions—who belongs and edesn’t—are visible and apparent.
Houses and their interiors—Hardwick refers to Retl@legiac memories of interiors”
(276)—offer clues to social class. Nathan writest £ven the children in the
neighborhood knew “the microscopic surface of teinpse at hand . . . the minutest
gradations of social position conveyed by linoleamnal oilcloth, by yahrzeit candles and
cooking smells, by Ronson table lighters and vanebiinds” AP 43). The smallest
details take on the greatest significance in tesfrosition and prestige.

In winter, as a teenager, Alex ice skates on tke il Irvington Park. At thirteen,
on the frozen lake of a city park, he learns “treaming of the word ‘longing”’RC 147).
He realizes that these beautiful little gentildsgiice skating on the lake, go home to “the
grammatical fathers and the composed mothers anselfirassured brothers who all live
with them in harmony and bliss behind their goyeschrtains, and | start back to Newark
to my palpitating life with my family, lived now bénd the aluminum ‘Venetians’ for
which my mother has been saving out of her tableeydor years” (147). The subtle
difference between “curtains” and “Venetian blindspresents different worlds to
Jewish children. Social distinctions exist witldewish classes. Though both are Jewish,
Neil is considered lower-middle-class and Brendpenpniddle-class, a world away. He

cannot rid himself of Brenda’s disdainful commeboat her mother, the “she-still-
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thinks-we-live-in-Newark remark"GC 26). The rise in altitude from Newark to Short
Hills is a geographical metaphor for their diffeyisocial stations.

These social differences are significant; polltdifferences are apparent as well.
Unlike the residents of Short Hills or Old Rimro&oth’s family members are
Democrats and New Dealers. They revere Presidepgd¥elt and listen to his speeches
on the radio, as important an artifact of cultuadl historical interest as the stoop. The
identity of the reigning political party is obviousRoth’s novels—the House Un-
American Activities Committee’s disgraceful behaviiml Married a Communistthe
Clinton scandal imThe Human Stajrand Nixon and his cronies @ur Gang His father
does not want Nathan to go to the Wallace rallythida’s politicization by Ira Ringold is
an important part of his growing up. World Waaid the patriotism stirred by
propaganda—his generation was “willingly and susfiély propagandized’Read
180)—solidified his love for America and for beiaglew in America. “World War Il
confirmed his sense of place” (Shostak 148), pmpwnhim how lucky he was to be a
Jew living in America. He evokes a certain pathesvell as patriotism in his
descriptions of the fiercely anticipated weeklyicashows; the dependence on President
Roosevelt; the ritual of the rati@ards;the small, patriotic chores lovingly
accomplished; and the admonitions about the chmldtarving in Europe, “whom we had
heard so much about when we were children eatiiNgim Jersey”GW 54).

Escape for Weequahic Jews means a change of dcereeJarsey Shore. For
them, the Shore represents a respite from dailggity and from the stifling heat of the
summers. For those who can afford it, fathers Hieeman Roth, for example, or Victor

Zuckerman, take their families to a rented cotiagéradley Beach. Like the
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neighborhoods in Newark, the shore is ethnicaNyddid. In Bradley Beach, the families
sleep four to a room in a rooming house. Theynatealways safe. One summer, Roth
reports, tough kids from Neptune come to Bradlegiddeand beat up the JeWwsa(ts

26). Alex describes his father’s remaining in ¢itg while the other three in the family
stay in a rented room at Bradley Beach; he remesrtisrfather’s arriving from “stifling
inland New Jersey,” wading into the ocean to “fla@h his arms outstretchedPC 30).

In the passages from Roth’s novels about the Skoegyerception is not so much
the social or the ethnic divisions that emergd esthe euphoria his characters feel at
being back at the ocean. Nathan remembers “ragtly’othe simple cottage at Bradley
Beach and the “bungalow two blocks up from the baatk with the faucet at the side to
wash the sand off your feetCL 46). Use of the word “rapturously” emphasizes key
words in Roth’s and Nathan'’s lexicons, “rapturoast “rapturously,” which are
expressive of their passion for and engagemethain place (for exampldL 282;IM
74, 222; andPC 27). In similar fashion, the word “bliss” recdrequently AP 232;IM
92;PC 147; andPlot 48) to express their happiness about their existénthis place, not
exclusively the Shore but their neighborhood ad.wel

“Beyond the Last Rope,” Roth’s reminiscence ali#raidley Beach, is a history
of his maturity, like pencil marks on a wall desaging a child’s annual height change.
Every year Philip receives more authority and nficeedom from the familiar and
anxious cries of his parents to be careful andmweenture out too far. Arriving is
always wonderful and always the same, with a famgense of smell and of touch. “We
were always greeted and farewelled by that sansheeasmell, not so much musty as it

was cementy and cool . . .. Sand crackled evesygvk-under foot when you walked in
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the living room, between your sheets when you th&sRBeturning to Bradley Beach
every summer is such an important growing-up reutivat it is defined by Philip’s age
when his father buys the beach badge and wherpRidild enough to buy it. Every
year he gains self-confidence and ventures otti@fiarther into the ocean. Finally he
reaches the last rope. His parents plead withrtatio grow up. Stay as you are! They
repeat the same warnings that have cascaded owdrisientire childhood. One summer
he swims out, opens his eyes, and sees “the flatecAtlantic Ocean.” Philip Roth
grows up during the Bradley Beach summers, slowhoming more capable one day of
leaving his childhood, his parents, and his neighbod.

With a string of one-syllable nouns, Roth can ctiadt description of a rented
summer cottage on the Shore into a classical dtie.drama of this passage rests in the
symbolism of each item: “The house. The porthe screens. The icebox. The tub.
The linoleum. The broom. The screens. The parikhe ants. The sofa. The radio.
The garage. The outside shower with the slatteaden floor” Sabbath’s Theate30).
Readers can identify with those objects—simpletigaar, and filled with domestic,
summer-holiday significance. rhe CounterlifeHenry Zuckerman, Nathan’s brother
and counter-reality, weeps as he thinks of summauettse Jersey Shore—“The fresh rolls
perfuming the basement grocery in the Lorraine Kdte beach where they sold the
bluefish off the morning boats . . . memories ofr@al consequence rapturously recalled”
(8), with the repetition of Roth’s favorite wordgfsturously.” Henry continues, “The
guess-your-weight stall in the arcade at AsburkPar . Waiting at dusk for the bus

home from the Saturday afternoon movie” (8). Serise is the memory for Henry that
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he repeats one phrase: the cottage at the Jensey ‘Svith the faucet at the side to wash
the sand off your feet” (8, 51).

Seventh, place grows out of the author’s imagimasind is inextricably linked to
his memory of the past. Roth explains that “mep®adf the past are not memories of the
facts but memories of your imagining the factsa¢ts8). He believes, “the past is
perpetually with one in the present, and the lomiggmows and further it recedes the
stronger its presence seems to become” (Lee “Augdig¢n Roth confirms the hereness
principle that the past is insistently presentia here and now. Memory and
imagination are each attached to place and anatisoately linked with one another that
it is often difficult to distinguish between therm her essay on sense of place, Martha
Lacy Hall quotes fronMidsummer Night's Dreais tribute to imagination, which “gives
to airy nothing / A local habitation and a nameQ).7 Roth’s imagination and memory
shape his house, his neighborhood, and his chittii@o “a local habitation and a
name.” In an interview given in 2014, after Ro#smetired from novel-writing, he says
of the novelist, “The novel, then, isitself his mental world. A novelist is not a tiny cog
in the great wheel of human thought. He is a tiog in the great wheel of imaginative
literature” (Sandstrom).

Roth’s memories of his narrators’ pasts are notesged so much as regret—
“Oh, why can’t it be my childhoodow?” as in the sentiment, “Oh, how wonderful, how
rapturous it ismowin my memory!” This idea is evident in Alex Pariris exclamation
to his psychiatrist. He is struggling with his quating feelings, hatred and love, about
his childhood and his mother, sayifigghaven’t even begun to mention everything |

remember with pleasure—I mean with a rapturousigpisiense of loss!” He is amazed at
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how present and immediate his memories are. thse memories that seem somehow
to be bound up with the weather and the time of day that flash into mind with such
poignancy that . . . momentarily | am .with them Memories of practically nothing—
and yet they seem moments of history as crucialytdeing as the moment of my
conception” (27). He remembers, for example, walkh his father in Weequahic Park.
“I can’t go to the country and find an acorn on g¢ineund without thinking of him” (95).
Nathan and Ira stretch out back “on rickety bedwdhirs, surrounded by citronella candles
to repel the gnats and mosquitoes—the lemony fregraf citronella oil would forever
after recall Zinc Town to me . . .INl 188). The significance for Roth’s narrators of
these past joys is that memories of their childiscm@ what make life bearable and
meaningful here and now—the values, the hard wbekaspirations, and the
selflessness. Theirs was a culture of dignityotien, high standards, responsibility, and
patriotism. This physical place, this praisewontbgy of life, may disappear; the
metaphorical place remains.

Returning to his high school reunion at sixty-tafter cancer surgery affects
Nathan more than he could have guessed, as thegeasswhich he doffs his hat to
Proust demonstrates: “Instead of recapturing pas, I'd been captured by it in the
present, so that passing seemingly out of the waifrtdne | was, in fact, rocketing
through to its secret coreAP 45). In remembering his past, he is catapultéaltime
present: he demonstrates the impact of “herer@ssiuman experience once again.
The “secret core” suggests Roth’s roots. His patiag perception of his Newark roots
affects his narrators. Neil Klugman, for examptentions feeling deeply rooted in

Newark. For Roth, writing fiction stems from hiemory and his imagination, the latter
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of which he describes in a speech as “that butélvenjch “wastes no time with niceties:
it clubs the fact over the head, quickly slitstitsoat, and then with its bare hands it pulls
forth the guts . . .” (Finney). His rootednes§Niewark frees Roth to write in his own
vernacular. Some critics and writers believe, likelty, that “place is where [the writer]
has his roots” (117). In his essay about Poe,i&#llCarlos Williams returns frequently
to the concept of “the ground,” or the American,seriting that Poe has “a legitimate
sense of solidity that goes back to the grounayreviction that he can judge within
himself’ (In theAmerican216). Faulkner also feels the tug of the lantgrrang to “his
own little postage stamp of native soil” (Desai LOP. H. Lawrence exults about
American literature, “The soil!l The great idealtoé soil” (111). Roth’s remarks evoke
images of soil, ground, and terrain, the physicahposition of place. He says, for
example, “I like to have solid ground under my feden | write” (Sanoff 212). By
“solid ground,” he means that he wants to get #tait right. He pursues the
“grounded” image: “It was in the vast discrepabeyween the two Jewish conditions
that | found the terraifor my first stories anthter forPortnoy’s Complairit

(Finkielkraut 128). He mentions “the germinatingident” for one of his stories (Lee,
“Philip Roth”).

Eighth, place is language. Roth says, “My conssness and my language were
shaped by America” (Finkielkraut 130). He had reatlized that New Jersey vernacular
and topics were permissible until “it dawned on himat it was ‘my stuff” (Pierpont 31).
His misconception that his family and his neighloarth were too “coarse” and
“unsubtle” to be considered “literature” is the Keyhis choice of language and subject.

Roth says his experience with language, growingmuyewark, was about “aggression . .
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. that verbal robustness, people talking, beingfially funny, playing ball, competing,
the energy flowing out . . .” (Remnick). Roth disers he is free to write in his own
idiom, using slang and curse words, as well aslijeallusion, as he writes about his
own place in his own segment of New Jersey. Ro#sahot give up on Newark as a
subject but finds that he can turn into satiridalocomedy what had “not long before
been the undifferentiated everydayness of Jewlstalong the route of Newark’s
Number 14 Clinton Place bus” (“Goodbye Newark™u§, he becomes a writer who is
able to portray the “ambivalence” of his charactedso are continuously on a journey,
torn between the desire to leave and the desstato “to repudiate and . . . to cling”
(“Goodbye Newark”). He is writing about belongiagd alienation brought on by place:
some narrators decide to stay in Newark; some le@te motivation for these decisions
becomes both increasingly clear and also more caxgold “ambivalent.”

Roth’s language iRortnoy’s Complaintonsists of typographical flourishes like
all-uppercase letters, exclamation points, italkcg] newspaper-headline font. His
chapter headings are set in type that resemblé#igr&o communicate his sexual
needs, he possesses as tools only wildly comiobadene language. The figure of his
overprotective mother so overwhelms him with emotnd anger that he has no
recourse but to rant. His language is a “raw respdo a way of life that was specific to
his American place during his childhood” (GrayNew Jersey. When he visits a gentile
girlfriend, he discovers to his shock and surptinsd the English language is actually a
form of communication, not “just crossfire wherauyghoot and get shot alPC 221).

Her family members politely say things like, “Goabrning” and “How did you sleep?”

The contrast between that genteel discourse andrnigeage that makes up his Newark-



52

family-life conversation astounds him. “Within thierary establishment, Roth is most
widely acclaimed . . . for his mastery of vernaclgamguage” (Jones and Nance 162).
His faculty for everyday speech and dialogue comuoaies what he wants to express:
“The connection between language and meaning renadisolute” for Roth (163).
Though Roth was a secular Jew, Jewishness wasdtiree of a distinct cultural style:
of satiric wit, contentiousness, and irreverené&ignock 7). Nathan remarks that he
doesn’t fancy the “semantic range of classical idetbut the jumpy beat of American
English” (CL 53).

In | Married a CommunistNathan finds in a Norman Corwin radio play a
combination of spoken language and literary languhgt he wants to appropriate in his
own style, a “poeticized vernacular that . . . cored the rhythms of ordinary speech
with faint literary stiltedness to make a tone thtatick me . . . as democratic in spirit and
heroic in scope” (38). He particularly admires Armaerican patriotism in Corwin’s
language. IMhe Plot Against Americ&hilip praises the Jews in his neighborhood who
did not need a “profession of faith or doctrinadex” to be Jews, nor did they need
another language: “they had one, their native uengrhose vernacular expressiveness
they wielded effortlessly and . . . with the easggacommand of the indigenous
population” (220). The “indigenous” speech sprifigen and represents a particular
place—his Newark neighborhood. Roth attributesusis of and his affection for the
vernacular to his father. He is in awe of his éath speech, despite his father’s lack of
education and his sometimes being slightly embsinggo his son. When Roth sees him
vulnerable, however, “particularly as a target ti-Semitic discrimination,” he feels an

affectionate allegiance with his father and a ghedited for those who criticize him. He
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explains that his father taught him the vernacuféte wasthe vernacular, unpoetic and
expressive and pointblank, with all the vernacslgtaring limitations and all its durable
force” (Pat 181). Place is the vernacular, authentic andrgted.

Greenfield writes appreciatively of how “hip” Rathand how acute his comic
sense. “On one level, since few writers are ashipRoth to the nuances of middle-class
neuroses or as tuned in with such a show-biz seits@micry to the diction of the
American Jewish milieu, Portnoy’s past comes ofé &ind of universal pop boyhood of
the forties, with a Jewish accent and comic twigtis guilt is “screaming, strident,
hysterical, hyperbolic, hyperthyroid.” These sugires suggest the range of Roth’s
perfect ear for the sound of place to convey itssdo the reader. In contrast to the
vernacular of comics and neurotics, the languagbeotharacter of Murray Ringold in
Married a Communistbased on Bob Lowenstein, Roth’s homeroom teaoh@gh
school, commemorates “education, tutelage, mengmrshparticular the education of an
eager earnest and impressionable adolescent indhbacome . . . a bold and honorable
and effective man.” Roth sends him the final dedift Married a Communisto read in
manuscript because, “there was lots in the bookitadarly twentieth century Newark,
and | wanted to make sure I'd got everything righn his tribute, “In Memory of a
Friend,” Roth says he can still hear the autheméig Lowenstein spoke: “The tang of
the real permeated his talk.” The intimation afrigue” in the word “tang,” the inner
rhyme with the word “language,” and its pungencykedang” authentic because the
word springs from the speech of the place.

Ninth, place is change, adjustment to loss and. g@imange is one way to express

the impact of place on the narrator’s lives. Thanges that occur—the transformation,
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the transmogrification—are both to place itself atgb to characters’ identities, their
feelings of belonging or alienation. For Colemalk’S sister, Ernestine, change means
the end of the black community in East Orange. d&&seribes what East Orange High
School used to entail—classics classes, for exagrapktegiving out copies of the
Constitution to high school graduates—until urbanmewal destroyed the neighborhood.
When the parkway cut into “the colored communitgtaliminated it, the nice houses
disappeared, as did the good stores after thetémgial merchants departed. “All of life
was there in East Orange,” she laments, “and itneNer be the same again, not in East
Orange or anywhere else in AmericéfS332). The lyrics to Roth’s refrain about

change are, “The place will never be the same.”

For Nathan, tumultuous social change and racidlicotransform his old
neighborhood into a squalid and neglected plade tiWo-story apartment building
where he first lived had a canopy, which has disapgd. The building’s front door is
also gone, torn from its hinges, and, to eithee sifithe missing door, the large windows
looking to the foyer have lost their glass andlaarded over. “There was exposed
wiring where once there had been two lamps to yglir way in, and the entryway itself
was unswept and littered with trash. The buildiag become a slumZy 222). He
sees other changes everywhere in the place. Thercstorefront, once a grocery, is now
owned and occupied by the Calvary Evangelistic Addg, Inc. Nathan sees some black
women waiting for a bus. In his early childhodtese women at the bus stop would
have been maids working for Jewish women in thght®mrhood. Now they live in the
neighborhood and travel to the suburbs to cleamthuses of Jewish women. “Except

for the elderly trapped in nearby housing projettts,Jews had all vanished . . . their
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little thoroughfare of shops and shopkeepers wadd@U 223). The change in
demographics has made his old neighborhood unrezaiga. When Nathan denigrates
his former building by calling it a “slum,” he reals an aspect of his nature criticized by
Lawrence Schwartz as “one of many liberal whiteslexuo turned their backs on the
mess that is the destroyed city of Newark.”

For Neil, change is Brenda’s father’s businessnitan Kitchen and Bathroom
Sinks, which sits in the heart of the Negro sectbNewark and had been the Jewish
section years earlier, at the time of the 1880sigretion. He says, “you could see the
little fish stores, the kosher delicatessens, tin&i$h baths, where my grandparents had
shopped and bathed at the beginning of the cefitlityese stories about his ancestors’
lives are still fresh and authentic to him, astaeelingering, homely smells, so
emblematic of sense of place, like “whitefish, adrbeef, sour tomatoes.” Their
domestic essence has become an industrial stethehgrander, greasier smell of auto
wrecking shops, the sour stink of a brewery, thaimg odor from a leather factory; and
on the streets, instead of Yiddish, one hear tbetshof Negro children playing at Willie
Mays with a broom handle and half a rubber b&HC(90).

For Seymour’s factory, change is the racial riatdlewark and its burning, glass-
shattering, looting destruction. He reflects tBetenent of other characters, that nothing
in the place will ever be the same. Seymour’'sresfees to the Holocaust are
unmistakable in phrases like, “the fire next timayt “so gruesome so monstrous.” This
time, the adverb “here” is not a passionate avaiaking present, but a tragic

acknowledgement of reality, of the end of somethiivgs, here it is,” says Seymour,
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let it come, yes, the magnificent opportunity, @i&@uman history’s rare
transmogrifying moments: the old ways of sufferarg burning blessedly
away in the flames, never again to be resurreatstkad to be
superseded, within only hours, by suffering thdl be so gruesome, so
monstrous, so unrelenting and abundant, that aseafent will take the
next five hundred years. The fire this time—angtfeAfter the fire?
Nothing. Nothing in Newark ever agaidR 268)

Wise old Lou Levov has the final word on the chaimgihe neighborhood, the
end of community feeling and belonging, and evém¢yond conception” that have
transformed the place. “I sometimes think thaterttais changed since 1945 than in all
the years of history there have ever been. | dawiv what to make of the end of so
many things. The lack of feeling for . . . platige what is going on in Newark—how
did this happen?” He acknowledges that peopl@arebliged to revere their family or
their country or where they live, “but you havekteow youhavethem, you have to
know you arepart of them. Because if you don't, you are just tveré on your own and
| feel for you.” (AP 365). If people do not belong, they are alietiatde maintains his
compassion for others despite the destructionepthce he holds dearest.

About Roth’s narrators’ childhoods, Menand obseriidss repertoire has never
been large: family, family, family, Newark, Newaiewark, Jew, Jew, Jew.” He
suggests thaamerican Pastoratan be read many ways—as “a story of Americars blis
into which the serpent inexorably creeps, as anriaae Book of Job . . . as a political
allegory . . . victory over fascism destroyed bgtiam and Watergate . . . but it is about

.. . the aspirations, the pride, the accomplishmenof the vanished world of
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Weequabhic, the Jewish Atlantis.” For Menand, thenge is catastrophic. Weequabhic,
that lost and beautiful world, has vanished. ItHRodescriptions of the childhood of
Jewish children in Weequabhic, he represents itkasdaof Eden. He stresses the safety,
peace, protection, and haven of the neighborhdedplace. Elizabeth Hardwick refers
to Newark as the long ago “little Jewish Eden offRoyouth” (Hardwick 276). The loss
of Eden is not a new theme in Roth’s fiction: kelees it inAmerican Pastora{with its
title reminiscent of a time of innocence and itaers called “Paradise Remembered,”
“Paradise Lost,” and “The Fall”) and againNemesisandThe Plot Against America
When the nightmare of Lindbergh is finally over,iséhilip’s “incomparable American
childhood.” He would never be able to “revive thatazed sense of security first
fostered in a little child by a big, protective uigtic and his ferociously responsible
parents” (301). Only through his novels can Rethgit the haven, the refuge, the Eden
of his childhood. Skepticism returns concerning @dulation Roth dispenses on his
“incomparable” childhood; in the assessment towhedend of this chapter, some critics
suggest that his childhood was more complex thaadnats.

While Nathan is researching Seymour’s story, heedrivest to Old Rimrock,
where he finds “the big stone house up on ArcadlyRtiad where the Seymour Levovs
had once lived as a happy young familXP(75) and named their property Arcady
Breeders, after their beef-cattle farm. The naffeeymour’s road and farm, Arcady,
stems from Arcadia, a place of mythical pastorabence and contentment in ancient
Greece. The word, which sounds Edenic and innpsantmons up the Latin phrase “Et
in Arcadia ego” ["Here | am in Arcadia’]. Waughassphrase, for example, as the title

of the first chapter dBrideshead Revisiteduggesting the prospect of joy in Charles
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Ryder’s first year at Oxford and his imminent Idee Sebastian Flyte. Kimmage
properly translates the phrase, “I, death, amialgocadia” (105); the speaker could be a
dead person speaking, or Death himself. The antpigiems from a Poussin painting of
shepherds who come upon a tomb inscribed withgtiinegation. Seymour has no idea of
the symbolic meaning of the name of his pastorahding road. The allusion to Arcadia
recurs on the final page ®he Human Stainwhen Nathan is retreating from the presence
of a “brute and a killer,” sitting on a bucket,Hisg through the ice, on a lake “atop an
arcadian mountain in America” (361). Death, thérig of Coleman Silk, sullies and
stains the Edenic mountaintop.

Tenth, place is a journey. One way for a charaotehange his identity is to
move, to leave his place. Through leaving Newark-ellanging their places—some of
the characters try to reinvent their lives. A tigiearted reference to this syndrome is
David Lodge’s campus novélhanging Place$1975), which acts out the fantasy that a
character can change places—switch locales and+olith another character and fare
better in the new life. When Roth’s narrators Ee&lewark, as some do, they reinvent
themselves, change their identities, and don masgky their new roles. Roth, the
author and the native, leaves Newark to write qoantry retreat but journeys back in his
stories. As Howard Frank Mosher says about théstaarg northeast kingdom of
Vermont, “The only way to preserve a place is tgenabout it” (Micou,American203).

Who stays in Newark and who leaves is the measfutee impact of place on the
characters’ feelings of belonging or alienatiomjtilestinies. Those who stay include
Neil Klugman, inGoodbye, Columbusvho defects for one summer to Short Hills but

returns to Newark a sadder and a wiser man. Teampiale visiting Cambridge with
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Brenda, to throw a rock through the glass walhef tamont Library, he abandons his
anger at social class distinctions and devotesdifrtsliterature and social justice, if his
attempts to help the little black boy in the lilyrare any indication. Alex Portnoy tries
changing places temporarily, traveling to Vermoithviis mistress. He hopes this
sojourn in mythical, mystical Vermont will bringreew sensuality and tenderness to their
relationship. “Was it only the colorful leaves, ylou think, the fire burning in the dining
room of the inn at Woodstock, that softened uptweeof us?” Was it the typical tourist
waxing nostalgic for “the good and simple lifePQ 186). They look at “the valleys, the
mountains, the light on the fieldsPC 187). The experiment is not successful. Alex
Portnoy does move nominally from Newark to Manhatiat is unable to free himself,
tied by his mother’s apron strings to Newark, whiehvisits monthly. He has a
responsible job with the City of New York, yet fiagher wants him to live in “beautiful
Newark” (PC 110). At the time, his boyhood wasdt this thing | feel so estranged from
and resentful of now.” Alex loves his childhood nwms—he seems to have “sweeping
and unqualified love”RC 27) for them. He wonders whether he really detehis
childhood and his parents as much as he now claktex experiences the ambivalence
of Roth’s alter egos, torn between staying in tae@or leaving it.

Murray Ringold, the narrator with Nathan ZuckernvahMarried a Communist
stays in Newark after the riots because he refissabandon his black students, though
his choice to remain there results in the deathiofvife. Murray’s beliefs are local,
engaged in the community, not out in the worlde liks brother Ira’s. Young Philip, in
The Plot Against Americatays in Newark, although the government thresates family

with expulsion and resettlement. At one point dgtihis nightmarish experience, Philip
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does formulate an intense desire to run away arfdrberphan” (233). Lindbergh’s
“Just Folks” program il he Plot Against America about Jews moving, about leaving
home, about being forced to change places to beawukated with gentile ways.
Characters in Roth’s books reinvent themselvesd® themselves by moving from one
place to another, but they are no safer in theplaee. It is not a safe world any more,
unlike his Newark childhood.

The novelNemesidrings a similar threat to Newark—not fascism boliq the
killing or crippling disease that in the 1940sdi#very American parent with dread, fear,
and guilt. Bucky Cantor, as head of the playgroumnd@/eequahic, is responsible for the
children’s health and safety. He decides to ldasglace—to go to the countryside—to
escape the disease; he contracts polio in the BecoFhis situation recalls John
O’Hara’s Appointment in Samaravhose title is based on a tale told by W. Sonterse
Maugham. The master’s servant sees Death makeatehing gesture at him in the
Baghdad marketplace. The servant rides off to $@ma hide from Death. The master
also sees Death in the marketplace and asks wingh&ned his servant. “That wasn’t
a threat,” says Death. “I was surprised to seeihiBaghdad because | have an
appointment with him tonight in Samarra.” Buckgigppling disease is a result of the
way he reacts to his place, which shapes his deslihe events ilNemesislso recall
Albert Camus’sThe Plaguepublished in 1944, the same y&mmesi®ccurs, in which
Dr. Rieux institutes a quarantine in Oran becadsbeoplague, the metaphorical German
occupation of Paris: the responsible, engagedactens follow his orders to stay in the

place to help fight the disease; the opportunisetfish ones try to leave the place to save
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themselves. Other critics, including Heller McAl@nd J. M. Coetzee, have commented
on this similarity.

Four characters choose to leave Newark: two ohtimelude Ira Ringold i
Married a Communisand Coleman Silk ifhe Human Stairthe other two are Seymour
Levov in American Pastorahnd Nathan Zuckerman in all four novels. Of tingt two
characters, ambition and political motivation peiel Ira to give up his working-class
roots to live a high life in Manhattan. He chooaqdace where he can hide his
progressive tendencies behind his Abraham Lincasknhe is an actor and
impersonator. Coleman, whose grandparents weed &kaves who had lived south of
Cape May since 1855, changes his name, his ideatity his ethnicity through racism
and self-hatred; he chooses a place in New Endlatdhe believes, eradicates his black
roots. He thinks he must “murder,” allegoricaltys mother to become free, leaving his
sister to take the brunt of the Newark riots’ aftath HS 138).

Seymour Levov leaves Newark and moves to Old Riknbmcause he yearns for
a place to transform himself into a patrician gemihn farmer, a gentile, a conservative,
and a WASP. Seymour’s brother Jerry is the ontggein the novel who understands
Seymour’s motivation. What happens to Seymoupts‘mistory,” “politics,” “Biblical
revenge,” or the “vanishing of Weequahic,” whicle abme of the possibilities Menand
posits. The cause of his downfall, including hesighter’s terrorism, is his jejeune
obsession with the dream of being a gentile in2oRgionary-era house with
distinguished ancestors in the graveyard. As foghler Jerry puts it, what happens to
Seymour is “that WASP bullshit,AP 280). Jerry continues his tirade, “And you

thought all that facade was going to come withast'c(280). Weequabhic did not



62

vanish, just the part Seymour had liked. He maweay when he wants to become
someone else. He is self-deluded from the begipmngratiating himself with people
like his patrician neighbor, who retaliates by mgvan affair with Seymour’s wife. He’s
not too “permissive,” as Menand suggests, but &silgimpressed by his new role, in
which he almost immediately feels alien.

This discussion has explored ten narrative elentendsigh which Roth conveys
place and its impact on his characters. To sunz@aRoth reveals place through the
point of view of several narrators or alter egdse Nathan Zuckerman, who are
passionate about Weequahic. Place, which is imateedind present, evokes the refrain,
“I never want to leave here.” Place is “the immgnaf detail,” which identifies the
particularity and individuality of the setting. &k is the neighborhood, brought alive as
the vivid centerpiece of a Jewish way of life whosgdents aspire to be American as
well. Within the neighborhood, place is a homegfage, somewhere to belong. Place is
geography, representing the social aspirationgwfsh residents to move to the west of
Newark. Place is the link between imagination ammory, which Roth remembers as
his past but experiences in the present. Pldemguiage, expressed not in elevated
English, but in Roth’s local vernacular and custpwisich he discovers are worthy of
fiction. Place is the social and racial conflitat transforms his neighborhood. Place is
change, not only to the physical setting but atsdle characters who try to transform
their identities by moving away from Newark. PlaE¢he journey leaving home.

The following assessment looks at some of the guressaind contradictions raised
about Roth’s perceptions of his childhood, as waslthe ambivalence about leaving

Newark displayed by some of the characters. Sdrtieese issues concern “the
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confusion between art and life” (Posnock 19) anthRaconstruction of place. The
adulation Roth displays toward his childhood anigimeorhood prompts the question
whether Roth’s and his alter ego’s childhoods agidhtborhoods could have been so
perfect as he claims. Roth’s fictional Newark astf a shaping invention, part of the
“act” or “masquerade” through which he becomesattisr egos. Nathan, for one, finds
Roth’s description of his childhood neighborhoostidictly suspect. When Roth sends
his nonfiction manuscript afhe Factgo his fictional character Nathan for his critique
Nathan counsels Roth not to publish his autobidgyagNathan’s complaint is that Roth
has “begun to make where you come from look liker@ne, desirable, pastoral haven, a
home that was a cinch to master, when, | susgeggs more like a detention house you
were tunneling out of practically from the day ymuld pronounce your favorite word of
all, ‘away”” (Facts173).

This suspicion of Nathan’s—that Roth is sugar-eaphis childhood, which was
much more difficult than he lets on—is similar ttvi&’s flaring up at Nathan about what
the former judges to be the latter’'s unrealistid arauthentic perspective on Newark:

What do you know about Newark, Mama’s Boy! | réfaalt fucking book!
To you it's Sunday chop suey downtown at the Clshkro you it’'s being
Leni-Lenape Indians at school in the play! To ygsiUncle Max in his
undershirt, watering the radishes at night! AndK\ktten at first for the
Bears! Moron! Newark is a nigger with a knifeleMark is a whore with
the syph! . ... Newark is ashes! Newark is falamd filth!

(ZU 155-156)

Alvie thinks Nathan is naive and uninformed aboatvdrk.
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Some critics find Roth’s positive statements albositchildhood neighborhood
overly persuasive. Finney makes some interestisgrmwvations about Roth’s “bland,
anodyne, and pretty unbelievable childhood” desctiimn The Facts He wonders what
crucial information is missing in exactly the sawey that Nathan alleges in his critique
of Roth’s book: “What'’s on the page is like a cddesomething missing’Hacts162);
in other words, both Nathan and Finney wonder viRath is hiding, what his silence is
concealing.

Another question that arises is whether Roth’s migtsans of his place are
fictional or real. The recurring refrains abowt; €xample, the tree-lined street in
Weequahic or the outdoor faucet at the Shore eqetitive and familiar enough to
become empty, stock phrases, portrayals so deafdg@ded in fact that they could turn
into clichés with overuse.

The strenuous exhortations to their children, fidathan’s parents and from
other parents, to be good and to make somethitigeaiselves buttress reasons for the
characters to leave Newark. Nathan remembersanents’ deepest desire was that he
become someone of significance, surmount his backgl, and do better than they had.
He recognizes and honors their continuing detertimindhat their children succeed and
surpass them. His whole upbringing is devotedet@ring others’ telling him he must get

out of Newark and make something of himself. Tha®onitions encourage escape.

Linked with this argument about growing up to bewsbody is the “good boy”
justification for leaving. InMThe FactsRoth speaks several times of the nature of agbein
a “good boy” (167) and a “lovingly manipulative gbboy” (180), and elsewhere, “being

good” (“Goodbye”). In his critique of Roth, NathfaultsThe Factsas a “nice-guy
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memoir” (170). He also criticizes Roth’s affectais about himself, which Nathan
believes give a misleading impression: “Here | #ng innocent Jewish boy and patriot”
(Facts174). A constant refrain of “mommy’s good litbey” floodsPortnoy’s
Complaint(180); when he is a good boy, it seems to himrogher punishes him. As
Posnock sees it, Roth and Nathan leave Newarketo“éeedom from being the good
boy” (37), to escape.

Another possibility is that the characters leawecmely because of their idyllic
and blissful, though disciplined and filled-with4mmnent-tragedy, backgrounds. With
this departure, they believe that, by throwingtb# shackles and dominion of their
ancestors, they will be free to assimilate andetcone American. As Hardwick puts it,
Seymour and his gentile wife, Dawn, are on thelihigy of assimilation” (274) when
they move to Old Rimrock. Characters’ freeing tkelmes from family tradition, from
inherited guilt, and from personal baggage is ariprRothian imperative” (Posnock 21).
The characters must let go, like Gabe Wallachetting Go

A further and related reason for characters’ depestis to achieve the freedom
to grow up. Nathan feels stifled in the insulanasphere of Newark that is well defined
in Roth'’s story about swimming beyond the rope—Ipelybis parents’ reach. Roth
refers to the “immediate parochialism of his neigiitood” Read108). When he is a
beginning writer, he does not understand that hentake use of that insularity for the
purposes of his writing: “Art could be rooted iparochial Jewish neighborhood having
nothing to do with the enigma of time and spacgamd and evil or appearance and
reality” (Facts59). Newark, he discovers, is a worthy topicghaws up through writing

about it.
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Connected to Nathan’s desire to grow up is hismgarambivalence about
whether they want him to leave or stay. In heraenof The Human StairKakutani
sees Coleman’s passing for white as a parallektihdh’s departure, “who rebelled
against his family and found himself exiled, ‘unbhduas it were, from his roots”
(“Confronting”). Alex’s father and mother complaimat he is not engaged to be married,
that he is notputting down roots(PC 100). Roots play a key role in the lives of the
characters that Nathan is chronicling: Seymoestto transplant his roots; Coleman to
obliterate his; Ira to mask his. The Patimkinsenascaped to Short Hills, but the ancient
refrigerator in the basement in their fancy howssan embarrassing reminder of the
“Patimkin roots in New JerseyGC 43).

Another explanation for the characters’ leaving lddwis that the idyllic
Weequahic childhood never existed but was decemivairage, and that the promise of
the American dream was a lie. Roth does use the‘fantasy life” to describe his
childhood (Pierpont 50). “This sort of doublingagepeated trope in Roth’s universe:
the underside, the hidden story, the changed mafsice, the trauma behind the exterior
of the American dream house” (Kaplan 121). Thageshent fits with the idea that
fictional Newark is a masquerade. Nathan sugdesisna when he refers to the “dark,
or unruly, or untamed” side of Roth’s childhood,igifhNathan accuses Roth of
concealing [Facts169).

This last explanation about a hidden “trauma” isrected to a utopian argument:
the paradisal childhood neighborhood, frequenticdbed as an idyll and an Eden,
never existed. Nathan’s critique Oie Factscontinues: “You see your beginnings, up to

and including Bucknell, as an idyll, a pastordipwaing little if no room for inner
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turmoil, the discovery in yourself of a dark, orruly, or untamed side . . .. 1 don’t buy

it" (Facts169). If this explanation is true, Roth’s childitbneighborhood turns out to be
a utopia in its original Greek meaning—no placendfew Gordon writes that Roth’s

title, American Pastoralannounces his novel will be a meditation “on udapdreams”
(Shostak 33); at the end, Seymour’s life is degtdoyThe tragedy reveals that utopia
never existed; instead, “It is chao&R 42). He says, “We are in the power of something
demented” AP 256).

Another argument postulates that Roth loves theggi@o much; ironically, he
should leave because he is too attached to his.pldaotil ThePlot Against America,

Roth does not seem “attached to other charactBrsnock 24). In this view, Roth’s
stories are so dark that nothing remains to makehappy but his childhood
neighborhood, upon which he shines a light of gugbhesion, and happiness; he does
not discuss allegiances with people in his childhso much as he describes his
admiration for place. He seems more attachedaoephan to people.

Schwartz proposes another reason for Roth’s departys alluded to earlier, he
sums up Roth as one of many liberal white Jews twheed their backs on the mess that
is the destroyed city of Newark. He criticizes IRfwr his stereotypical view of Newark
as a “crime-ridden, burnt-out city of blacks tratnlivable,” especially contrasted to the
good old days when Roth grew up there. His visibhis childhood was “Edenic,” a

“real neighborhood”: now, for Roth, all has chathgeothing is left.

Another motive for the characters’ leaving is tttathange place is to reinvent
one’s identity, one’s selfhood. Life cannot remstatic; childhood is over. The

influence, the aura, of the great writer E. I. Lfrexhorts the youthful Nathan, “You
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must change your life'GW27). One way to change his life is to becomeitewr In his
writing, when he chronicles the life of another idwaer he becomes that person; he will
revinvent himself; and he will change his life Bymagining it in a fictional character.

Nathan revisits his old home after the Newarksremtd appears to say farewell to
Newark. “Over,” hethought. ‘All his lyrical feeling for the neighbloood had gone into
Carnovsky It had to—there was no other place for it. ‘Ov@ver. Over. Over. Over.
I've served my time.” ZU 223). This apparent despair sounds as thoughaNatalizes
he has expended in his last book all his emoti@hcaeativity, everything he has to say
about Newark, and this is his last attempt to dlesat. He returns to it again and again,
like a favorite bedtime story.

In “Goodbye, Newark,” Roth, writing about himseifthe third person singular,
thinks, “where he has grown up, in this tiny praai enclosure, there was no longer
room for the likes of him.” He discovers insteadttthere is room for the likes of him
and, in his imagination, does not leave his plade@®topic. And in this essay, he
unlocks the door to his, and the reader’s, undedstg of place, its impact on the

characters, and the conflict between staying aawvirig:

.. . without knowing it, he proceeded to make ta=h the acts of
departure and return and to perpetuate those clicttvay yearnings that
can perplex the emotions of an ambitious embrjlee-desire to repudiate
and the desire to cling, a sense of allegianceanéed to rebel, the
alluring dream of escaping into the challenging mown and the
counterdream of holding fast to the familf@mphasis mine]. Altogether

unwittingly, he had activated the ambivalence thas to stimulate his
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imagination for years to come and establish thaéssary struggle from

which his—no, my—fiction would spring.

Despite all the compelling reasons for Roth anchiatto leave Newark,
seductive reasons remained for them to returndio ghildhood neighborhood, however
fleetingly, in their fiction. Roth’s later book®wtinue to manifest and invent the ethos of
his childhood. Rediscovering his place and thebfimalence” of his characters about
that place and reimagining and transforming it ficdon make Roth the writer he
becomes. Place is not a memory but a presencedhfihues to cast its light and its

humanity, its sorrow and its pity in the here aongvn



CHAPTER TWO: RICHARD FORD
“I could live here forever.”

This chapter examines the impact of place, bositppe and negative, on the
destiny of Frank Bascombe, the narrator of Riclamdl’'s New Jersey trilogy. It reveals
that while Frank, a Southern transplant to Newelgrslaims at first that “place means
nothing,” he concludes that New Jersey “gives hmmething” and is where he belongs
and wants to stay. To demonstrate the way Fordeg@place, this chapter investigates
nine of the narrative elements defined in the ohixion: point of view; hereness; detail;
neighborhood; geography; metaphor; language; chamgkjourney.

To illuminate Richard Ford’s interpretation of péa this chapter begins with a
discussion of Ford’s background and his decisiondorporate into his writing New
Jersey as a setting. Early in his career, Forchesat Princeton for one year; later, after
selling his first novelA Piece of My Heaytto the movies, he buys a house in Princeton,
and lives there for six years (Bonetti 22). Befoeestartd'he Sportswriterthe initial
volume in his New Jersey trilogy, he says to hifaselow about if | wrote a redemptive
novel about the suburbs, a paean to New Jerseijsasuburban life?” (Hogan). Ford
creates a narrator and constructs a place thatéeds to appeal to the reader’s sense of
hope and possibility. In writing about New Jerday,says his idea is “not to mouth the
conventional line, but to have the reader thinkwiag Frank does in the final novel in the
trilogy, The Lay of the Landvhen Ford has Frank say, ‘I love this, this isag¥” He
believes Frank’s experience will “uncover a searapyroval, a seam of optimism, of

acceptance that is, in fact, buried in us all” (Biog
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New Jersey receives more than its share of catirneatment, based largely on
caricatures in the public media; Ford plans to lEXew Jersey as a place to live and to
discredit the criticism. After he decides to tariyew Jersey as a setting, he says, “the
hard part was finding the right language for thieaation he felt” for New Jersey. He
tries to find “a feasible language of affirmati@md the idea of doing something
improbable like that [writing about New Jerseyfamitly risible.” Ford continues,
“People always think of New Jersey as something tite back of an old radio, but |
thought, oh no, it isn't—it’s quite wonderful” (Ma@th). Ford decides, “The only way
you can [write about New Jersey] is to take theveational wisdom about New Jersey,
that it's kind of an unappetizing place, and regatsactually write a book that is a kind
of homage to New Jersey” (Shea 126). Ford presbistenterprise rather like a literary
puzzle to be solved.

Because of Ford’s southern roots in Mississip,dtiitudes about the meaning
of place and his choice of a northern state faetang are a subject of conjecture among
the critics. According to Martyn Bone, some southariters are prejudiced against
northern cities, which they consider “nonplace®)(9In 1976, after the publication Af
Piece of My Heartwhich Ford set in Arkansas and Mississippi, LarrgNrtry, the
novelist of the Old West, wrote a disdainful reviemtheNew York Timesn which he
complained that “The South—dadgummit—has struckmagaarring what might have
been an excellent first noveA Piece of My Hearshows obvious promise, but it also
exhibits all the characteristic vices of Southectidn . . . . If the vices . .. could be
squeezed into one word, the word would be neo-fauikm.” For a novice southern

writer trying to become established, these are tilagiand damning words. Several
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critics, including Bone (106), theorize that thigtang review impelled Ford to abandon
his writing about the South. One of the compliegtiactors for Ford, discussed by Bone
at some length (119), is that critics assume Fasd Southerner, is by definition in thrall
to the southern sentiment about “sense of pla&ae critics discuss Ford as a
“southern” writer; Josep Armengol quotes Fred Hobswoiew of Ford as a writer in the
southern tradition: “the more Ford protests treatshnot interested in the past, in family,
in place, in community, and in the South, the meeeare convinced that he is” (4).

Ford explains that he does not have to write atlmiSouth because Welty and
Faulkner wrote so well about his birthplace, “I Hdrave to worry about it. Mississippi
is well on the literary map” (Barton). Ford adntitsit he was “irked by the critics’
readiness to file him neatly under Southern writéte wreaks his revenge by publishing
a piece on regionalism. In 1986, in an articlelarper’s magazine written while he was
still living in Mississippi, Ford strongly rejectshat is known as “Southern writing.” He
states definitively, “there is no such thing ast8etn writing or Southern literature or
Southern ethos.” He emphasizes that he is “sickefvhole subject.” He continues that
the term “Southern writing” is just a cover for r@gal writing and that categorizing it as
such “inflicts upon art . . . arbitrary and irredax limits, shelter from the widest
consideration and judgment, exclusion from genexakllence.” He sums up, “William
Faulkner, after all, was not a great Southern write was a great writer who wrote about
the South” (43). The tone of Ford’s article is gnglisappointed, and final.

While Philip Roth accepts the term “regionalismgymg, “the great American
writers are regionalists” (Posnock 7), Ford is @one in his critique of the concept of

regionalism in fiction. Wallace Stegner does iiat the term “regionalist,” because “it
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carries with it the onus of obsolescence” (Bontht2 According to Gillian Tindall, “No
literature that needs to be categorized as ‘redjioaa be first rate” (4). Anita Desai
finds “regionalism” an unfortunate label sinceifriplies restriction and confinement and
a sense of place has a wider compass” (102). &nerof the supreme southern writers,
Eudora Welty, thinks, “Regional’ [is] a carelessr, as well as a condescending one . . .

an outsider’s term” (132).

Part of the interest in Ford’s choice of New Jerfgg\a setting stems from the
long-time understanding among some literary critihzg “sense of place” is essentially a
southern tradition, one attached to the work ofewsi like William Faulkner, Robert
Penn Warren, Eudora Welty, and Tennessee Willigbrge of the first attempts to define
the phrase appears as late as 1989 under “Platsg 8€ in theEncyclopedia of
Southern Cultureby Charles Reagan Wilson of the University of 8i8sippi. Of this
entry, Bone writes that sense of place has beemtsgral to southern literary and
cultural discourse that it was deemed worthy obus entry in the monumental
[encyclopedia]. Wilson made a valiant attemptxplieate this ubiquitous but usually
underdefined concept” (vii). Wilson writes, “Untécently southern whites frequently
usedplaceto indicate the status of blacks . . .. Butahplace was only one aspect of a
traditional southern attachment to the region—aen dnplace in a local community,
among a broad kin network, and in history.” Hegom, “attachment to place gives an
abiding identity because places associated withlyaoommunity, and history have
depth . ... The evidence of a deep-seated soulemise of place is extensive,” referring
specifically to Native Americans, the first settlén the region. He recognizes Mark

Twain’s Mississippi River and William Faulkner’s Kimapatawpha County as examples
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of “memorabile literary landscapes of place” (1138 the topic of southern literature
and his early reading, Ford says he was not irtetés Mark Twain because he already
knew “what life on the Mississippi was like,” thdu@e apologizes for the “heresy.” He
wanted to leave Mississippi because he knew “badgi were coming and he hoped “to
save myself. To reinvent myself” (Lyons).

Ford emphasizes that he has simplified his life—mady no children—in order to
move around until he finds a place to write abduitive where | live because that’s
what fuels my work” (Grondhal 67) and, underlinihg point, “New places give me
something | can use” (McQuade 75). His placesalenade up” and “usually places
are backgrounds for me” (Lyons). “I try to exhamst own interest in a place,”
Armengol quotes Ford as saying. “Then I'll justvaan, write about someplace else
where | kind of notice again how people accommotiaeselves to where they live”
(5). Always on the lookout for a location for Histion, Ford also journeys around the
country “to hear another idiom and see a diffetantiscape to which | can dedicate
language” (Schumacher 99). Thornton Wilder, kndarrcreating the typical, mythical
American town where people remain forever, sumpglsi found Americans peripatetic
and “traced the American’s unwillingness to staygnd [their] ‘unrelatedness to place’
to the fact that ‘Place and environment are bubdéz his journey. He lives not on the
treasure that lies about him but on the promid@simagination™ (Franklin 17). Ford
too finds place just “décor.” He likes his chaesstto move around from place to place:
“if it didn’t have that movement among those plaggeselation to the setting] . . . it

would be a static book” (Lyons). He likes peopeparipatetic and rootless as he.
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Thus, when Ford begins writing the first novel inattbecomes his New Jersey
trilogy, he does not believe that place forms difects a character’s identity and destiny.
Five years after the publication of the final vokiof the New Jersey trilogy, David L.
Ulin, book critic forTheLos Angeles Timesmterviewed Ford. In the resulting article,
Ford says, “Growing up in Mississippi and beingltfithat] this defined me, set me on a
path away from [the idea of] place as generatiyd€’ decides that place has no power
over character but just serves as “background sgé€nkle says, “I didn’t want the place
| came from to be responsible for me,” or, in otherds, to make demands upon him.
When Ford has Frank Bascombe proclairmotependence DayPlace means nothing,”
Ford explains that this comment from his narratax means for Ford of “throwing down
a gauntlet,” challenging the reader to view plasd@does: Ford, at that point, sees no
interplay between place and character. Givenldhekground on Ford’s perceptions of
place, the discussion turns to the New Jerseygrilo

The first two novels in Ford’s trilogy,heSportswriter(SW, published in 1986,
andIindependence DayD), 1988, are set in the affluent, largely white togf Haddam,

a fictional suburb based on attributes of Princ€teame inspiration from it,” Ford tells
Elizabeth Farnsworth), Pennington, and Hopewelie Ibcale for the third novelhe
Lay of the LandLOL), 2006, is Sea-Clift, a fictional composite of Side Heights,
Seaside Park, and Ortley Beach (McGrath). Eacllrtakes place over a public-
vacation weekend—Easter, Fourth of July, and Thgimksg, respectively. In America,
these holidays symbolize horaad family, neither of which Frank fully possessésier
the trilogy’s span of seventeen years, the clinra#emerica remains steadfastly

Republican: on the 1983 Easter weekend, when Rsathlirty-eight, Reagan presides as
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president; Fourth of July 1988 falls at the entRefigan’s second term; and
Thanksgiving 2000 witnesses the contested elebitmeen Bush and Gore. Frank dubs
himself a “classic (and possibly chickenshit) lgl&(LOL 285).

The following discussion isolates and exploregrlements of “place” in Ford’s
narrative art. First, place represents point efwiincluding perspective and voice; it is
the locus where the writer stands and from whicblheerves the passing parade. An
author’s decision about point of view shapes hrsatar’s relationship to his place, his
environment, and his surroundings. For Ford'd-fiexrson, present-tense narrator, he
creates Frank Bascombe, a novelist manqué, forpoetssvriter, and, finally, “residential
specialist” (D 91), to comment on and interpret the scene. Asstoelationship with his
narrator, Ford says firmly, “I never identify wikhrank . . . . | always maintain a rather
scrupulous artisan’s role toward my narrators. yTére always illusions or characters
made up of language . . .” (Guagliardo 154). Beedhe two men have parallel
biographies, both Southerners, both writers, Fesgids his distance from his narrator to
guard against a reader’'s assumption that Franis islter ego.

Frank is often chatty, sometimes addressing théetedirectly in a cozy, second-
person way—"“It is the way you feel . . 3{10), or, “Picture in your mind . . ."'SW
48). Frank begins his story by proffering his spestreet address, 19 Hoving Road,
Haddam, New Jersey, “as sun-dappled and vernalyapravet land in England’§W
52). With this act, Frank places himself defirelivand defiantly at the center of his
universe. He considers himself fortunate to hawmd this place: it is better to come “to
earth in New Jersey . . . than [to keep] searcfongome right place that never existed

and never will” GW53). In the ensuing trilogy, place is centrahi® role: “I stayed put
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where | was and more or less knew my place. Haddw Jersey’ID 142). Frank,
who is not ambitious in a worldly sense, plays wtité clichéd phrase about social rank,
“to know one’s place.” Frank’s ongoing effort thughout the three novels is to examine,
to understand, and, ultimately, to “know” his placéhis progression of mental states
implies that place exerts forces and influenceswdpm that require his consideration.
New Jersey “feels as unpretentious as Cape Codromgtd’'ve, and its bustling
suburban-with-good-neighbor-industry mix of life kea it the quintessence of town-and-
country spirit. lllusion will never be your advarg here” §W53). Pragmatic Frank
fears being tricked, deluded, and wants a pladagh@t complex, confusing, or
figurative. His needs are innocent and literadtable property values, regular garbage
pickup, good drainage, ample parking, located aofrbm a major airport’"§W104).
Frank presents himself as a suburban Thoreauglaisimple life; beneath this veneer of
complacency, he pulses with unanswered concerng &f& such as sorrow, inequity,
satisfaction, and doubt.

A narrator continuously in the reader's compamtiiwee long novels is bound,
eventually, to sound solipsistic, a modifier recugrin the work of critics like Brian
Duffy (43) and Huey Guagliardo (154); neverthelésank, driving around in the
obligatory suburban mode—a Chevrolet Suburban, sipggp—and describing what he
perceives, is a self-absorbed but humorous, affaitkdligent, and well-intentioned
guide on his incessant forays through the suburbaas of central New Jersey. He
continually searches for answers about his maninesg; the reader hears his voice
clearly as he comments upon his environment. Fapplears to react to his environment,

to allow it to define him, and to show signs of #ftects of his surroundings upon him.
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The discourse tracks such changes in Frank’s égtsttoward place for assessment
toward the end of the chapter.

He presents his current perspective, which excladesterest in the past. “All
we really want is to get to the point where thetgas explain nothing about us and we
can get on with life.” He says, “Americans put tnach emphasis on their pasts as a
way of defining themselves . . SW24). Frank wants the present to define him,
foreshadowing the hereness theme of treasuringegteeand now. Starting out with a
clean slate, Frank is impatient to find out whaahgad, rather than dwell on the past; in
rejecting the past, he is denying his southermpiaice. Frank, who lives in Haddam
year round, is not the only rootless resident. ddad is one of a number of “deracinated
enclaves” LOL 99) in New Jersey. Few residents still have matennections—some
come from New England, “a small, monied émigré icm@nt;” some are “mostly
commuters down to Philadelphia with summer housé¢ise Cape and on Lake
Winnepesaukee;” and some constitute “a smallethsontcrowd . . . with their own
winter places on Beaufort Island and Monteagi&M49). They have left their origins
behind them.

Acting upon his belief that his past is irrelevdftank names his current
condition his Existence Period, whose rules reqina¢ he “let go of the pastil§ 95).

The tenets of his Existence Period are “persistgettesoning, common sense, resilience,
good cheer”’ID 390). These goals define Frank’s personalityaptoach to life—
making an effort, getting rid of extra baggagengsdiis head, enduring what he cannot
escape, and trying to feel, or at least displayimapm. With time, he reshapes his

perspective into his Permanence Period, whichxpams, is the time in one’s life when
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“You can’t completely fuck everything up anymor@ce so much of your life is on the
books already. You've survived itLQOL 75). He adds that the Permanence Period is
“that period in life which after you die you wilelremembered for. The past no longer
impinges on you” (Birmbaum). Frank evinces a dateation not to feel, or at least
exhibit, regret or remorse. “What’s done is dooelild be his motto as well as
Macbeth’s, although in a slightly different contextoward the end of the trilogy, Frank
calls his third period the Next Level, in whichfdlican’t be escaped and must be faced
entire” (LOL 466). This period is the most difficene for Frank to conceptualize,
because the old standards seem to have vanishedxgthins, “The Next Level of life
offers its rewards and good considerations. Biit dryou let it” (484). Frank finds that
he must be open to his place and whatever comfidraasistance it provides.

Frank’s voice and tone are sometimes self-depoegatften satirical, and,
occasionally, witty. “These are comedies, butistial good-natured adventures,
sunny—except when it rains” (Hardwick 296). Thrbagt the trilogy, he demonstrates
his genuine affection for New Jersey; still, in beéeckground explications, his tone
borders on the cynical: “Living in a plaeone thing we all went to college to learn
how to do properly, and now that we're adults dmlttime has arrived, we’re holding
on” (SW49). Frank’s tone is often ironic, an assessmaitwhich many critics
disagree. Brain Duffy calls Frank “unironic” inshtonclusions (313) and quotes Ford’s
saying that he wanted to talk about the suburBignironic terms” (19). Another critic
finds, “One looks in vain for irony in Frank’s reagtate showmanship” (Hogan). These
claims that Frank is unironic are gainsaid in aetgrof instances. When describing his

youthful ball-playing days, Frank complains thdthaugh he was physically graceful, he
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had an “inbred irony that seemed to haunt me” aadarhim unable to play loosely and
well (SW 27). His explications of his states of mind—thasience Period, the
Permanence Period, and the Next Level—are too rsgmiis to be taken seriously. His
habit of tossing off flippant comments about theamag of life is ironic: “Life itself is a
made-up thing composed of today, tomorrow and folyithe next day”’l(OL 250). A
prime example of irony occurs in his two-faced a@ggh to selling real estate. When
Frank recites the litany of realty, he consciouslgrranges his facial expression to avoid
showing the derision he feels. Most ironic ofislhis stance on literalism. He claims to
seek “more simple and literal waysS\(V132), while hiring the services of a palmist to
plumb the mysteries of his life. He professes && o use for illusion or figurative
language or literature, which he finds too com@ar deep—-Literature’s consolations
are always temporary'S\W223), and yet, ironically, the words “literal” atiderature”
derive from the same stem. Finally, on the sulpéaiony, cumulative clues suggest
Ford’s protestation that place means nothing maydut to be ironic.

Second, place represents “here” or “hereness.’eméss is a physical and
emotional presence, identity, and immediacy. Tghawt the trilogy, the recurring
place-adverb “here” reifies place in its vividnessl vitality, and underscores Frank’s
relationship to it. “Here” derives from the Old dtish wordher, “where one puts
oneself.” “Hereness” symbolizes current existenites here and now, what is
immediate, of the moment, within reach, and intenaiVelty believes the writer must
answer the questions, “What’s happened? Who's?h€ld.8). “Hereness” bespeaks

belonging; for a person not be present in hisisifequivalent to his alienation. In his
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early appreciation of Haddam, Frank is trying tmagn open to place and parse its role
in his life and in the overall picture.

An article on James Fenimore Cooper’s fiction anetythe use of the adverb
“here,” which linguists call “a deictic marker .. an orientational referent.” This adverb
creates “a fully shared spatial and temporal frapr&vor conversation. ... As a
written textual signifier, the deictic adverb freszspeaker and listeners in an eye-
centered, painterly frame” (Engell). Early in tinéogy, for example, Frank tells his
readers, “I like it here”§W32); in response to the word “here,” readers faousrank’s
framed place. As Ford says abtndependence DayThe novel gets to say we're
present tense here” (Majeski). His choice of tresent tense expressly emphasizes
“hereness.” “Here” constitutes a refrain throughibwe trilogy. InThe Sportswriter
Frank has already spent a decade in Haddam, hdsspeast behind him, and
particularly admires the summer season, “a tokahe@stuburbs | love"IW14); he
exults, “I could live here forever'SW48). Driving around the Haddam area, he passes
numerous township signs announcing, “HEREW239), as though reconfirming his
existence. Sometimes he walks down a street, lmb&ghe window of a house “lit with
bronzy cheer,” and thinks to himself, “What goodnts these are. What complete life is
here” SW51). The felicitous phrase, “bronzy cheer,” evolt®e image of the house’s
interior, the glow from a fireplace reflected affn, tasteful copper lamps. Frank’s
ebullience about the suburbs ignores the arrayaiflems he will soon acknowledge are

besetting the people who live in these houses.
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Frank experiences a moment of insight at the fio&kach novel; these

climaxes are directly related to the intrinsic Im&®s of place. Although Frank
announces that he does not believe in epipharttes séeing-through that reveals all”
(LOL 343), he clearly experiences them at the endesfebooks. These three epiphanies
occur with ascending levels of intensity—the fisstelatively potent; the second,
formidable; the last, euphoric. In these threergdite “moments,” Frank’s environment
succors him—the ambience of Haddam; the nourishwiethie crowd in the parade; and
the solace of the soil, or sand, at the JerseyeShde is fully in synchronicity with place,
which gives him what he needs and wants—to beldre interplay between place and
character is on full display, regardless of Fofdisd Frank’s) dictum that place means
nothing. In the first instance of an epiphanyThe Sportswriteends, Frank, after a long
period of mourning and concomitant dreaminesssfaebne with himself and at home
here in Haddam. The feeling is immediate—"cooh&,” fleeting, and “glistening.”
He says, “And since that is not how it has beeraftung time, you want, this time, to
make it last, this glistening one moment, this aiglthis new living, so that you can
preserve the feeling of it, inasmuch as when ites@again it may be too late3\(\V375).
Maintaining the moment and the place is a key sigimereness.”

In the second epiphany, at the endinofependence Dayrank returns to Haddam
after a traumatic experience. Alienated and sadkiés to reactivate his life and to
become more connected to his community. On thetkad July, he drives to his office
and leaves his car to watch the parade. Slowlyejoéns his milieu; he is here,
surrounded by and rubbing arms with members ofdmsmunity and feeling their

presence. This time, the atmosphere is sunnysamesling, close, “rich,” and “warm.”
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He says, “l am in the crowd just as the drums assing . . . . | see the sun above the
street, breathe in the day’s rich, warm smell. Sone calls out, ‘Clear a path, make
room, please!’ . ... My heartbeat quickensedltthe push, the pull, the weave and sway
of others” (D 451). This sensation of brotherhood and belongogstitutes another
moment in which Frank wants to preserve the presetthe place.

In the third instance, whéeFhe Lay of the Landnds, Frank accepts his son’s
death and recognized;lerewas necessity.” When Frank strolls next doordgatiate a
neighbor’s quarrel, a young thug shoots Frank éniibart. His reaction is, “you’ll learn
something about necessity—and quickOL 484). On the day he arrives home from the
hospital, “the weather turned ice-cream nice, &eddw noon sun made the Atlantic
purple and flat, then suddenly glow as the tidddri¢éw.” He savors the assonance of
“the low” and “the glow.” His environment is fe@dj and sustaining him. He wades
into the ocean, sensing the water around his antklessand (the soil) under his feet, and
feeling an acute physical as well as emotionaltifieation with the place. “And |
thought to myself, standing theretereis necessityHereis the extra beat—to live, to
live, to live it out” LOL 485). Here on the Jersey Shore he experiencespiphany.
Natty Bumppo, at the end dhe Prairie shouts “Here!” Here in Missouri is the place
where he wants to be buried (Engell). Here atldreey Shore is where Frank Bascombe
wants to live out his life, in “human scale upogr tand” LOL 485). Frank enters into a
reciprocal and harmonious relationship with thelkoape.

Frank’s three moments of feeling united with placd receiving solace from and
coherence with it echo a fragment written in aeleftom Herman Melville to Nathaniel

Hawthorne: “Lying on the grass on a warm summeg. Your legs seem to send out
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shoots into the earth. Your hair feels like leawpsn your head. This is tladl feeling”
(Marx 279). As each novel ends, Frank experietloesall feeling.” Ford states, “I
have always put a lot of stock in those last movema a book” (Birnbaum). The “all

feeling” of place is alive, active, and giving; Rkabelongs to his place.

To corroborate the hereness theory of place-adyEdyd paraphrases a respected
source: “John Gardner wrote in his boGk Moral Fiction that life is all conjunctions:
this and this and this, whereas art is all subatitins . . . always through the agency of
adverbial . . . constructions. That's what noy®lsvide us about life” (Duffy 351). Ford
believes that using adverbs in the way Gardneraajisl is not just spouting a
“succession of things” but, through their “connegtiand “appraising” functions, adds
to the meaning of place in the narrative (Duffy B51

Elinor Ann Walker offers a different view of therée epiphanies. She interprets
them instead as examples of “locatedness,” a word &ften uses; she believes the sense
of locatedness is transient, “not dependent upam sorroundings but on recognizing a
crucial moment” Richard Ford10). Her suggestion that “surroundings” do naty@
role in the three “moments” is highly debatable:each case place strongly influences
Frank’s reactions, especially his feeling of beloggthe “surroundings” are not just
“background scenery” (Ulin).

Third, place, to be compelling, is detailed anccim®, not generic or vague.

Critics writing on place in fiction concur on thedispensable nature of particularity and
specificity in creating the “ambience” of placelizBbeth Bowen writes, “No story gains
absolute hold on me if its background—the ambiefdts happenings—be indefinite,

abstract, or generalizedPictures34). William Carlos Williams compares the
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importance of detail in fiction to his medical ptiae in Rutherford. He warns the writer
not “to talk in vague categories but to write partarly, as a physician works, upon a
patient, upon the thing before him, in the parfacub discover the universal” (Turner
297). Frank’s skillful use of detail relates tipesificity in the Haddam residents’ daily
lives to the larger meaning of their existenceuhwsbia. Ford explains his method for
gathering details about New JerseyToe Sportswriter “A place makes itself felt
entirely through particulars,” he says. “I've goh@tebook, a whole lot of details, and
that’s really where that sense of place comes fr(Bohetti 17). Ford reports that
readers often ask him whether Frank is Everymand(Fohance”). Although Frank did
once say, “Give me a little Anyplace3{V103), referring to an uncomplicated town like
Haddam, Ford emphasizes that the character of Fsami emblematic; Ford believes
fictional characters “should be as variegated and wf detail and as hard to predict and
make generalizations about as the people we agtuaiet every day.” He tries to make
his characters “surprising” and “incalculable,” ta&er word borrowed from E. M.
Forster. About details, Ford says, “My novelist&sion of sensation, of being up
against the world, is to keep my nose pressedaiiyilip to the palpable, mutable,
visible, audible, smellable and for the most pabdlerly world, flooded as it is with
exquisite, intractable irresistible details” (Fdhance”). This passionate avowal
provides a fine example of the way Ford’s cumutatige of precise detail creates a sense

of place—for all the senses.

Ford understands the way to set a scene, how teateomood by employing
particularity of detail. He operiadependence Dayith a description of a suburban

summer day, embellishing its sensuous featureswotlds like “soft,” “sweet,” “balm,”



86

“careless,” “languorous,” “mysterious,” “peacefudid “still and damp”: “In Haddam,
summer floats over tree-softened streets like a@sleéon balm from a careless,
languorous god, and the world falls in tune withdtvn mysterious anthems. Shaded
lawns lie still and damp in the early a.m.” (3)afRk later denies any “spiritual” qualities
associated with his perception of plati® 442), but in this passage he uses several
words, such as “gods” and “anthems,” that implydaain mystique lurking in his
landscape. Frank excels at identifying the quseesal, behavioral, financial, and
topographical attributes of New Jersey. Ever sdar, he winds out into rural Haddam’s
horse country, a wealthy part of the area, and sliavelling comparison between the
patriots of yesteryear and today’s debutantes,eghifbriding regalia. Here is the place:
. .. where fences are long, white, and orthoggresdtures wide and
sloping, and roads . . . slip across shaded, ratikywia wooden bridges
and through the quaking aspens back to rich mesrisdles snugged
deep in summer foliage . . . and here, wedgesdbfadwth hardwoods
still loom, trees that saw Revolutionary armies blempast, heard the
bugles, shouts, and defiance cries of earlier Ataes in their freedom
swivet, and beneath which now tawny-haired heiessg@dhpurs stroll
to the paddock with a mind for a noon ride alofi® 128)
Hardwick writes, “As always, with Richard Ford, tbense of place, towns, houses,
highways is luminous with lavish, observed deté95). Ford’'s keen characterizations
of various residents of Haddam bring them to lif€hey’re tall, white-haired galoots

from Yale with moist blue eyes and aromatic OSSgemunds” SW50), the World War
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Il intelligence agency peopled by Ivy League grddsia The aroma to which Frank
alludes implies a mix of aristocracy and mothballs.

Fourth, place is a neighborhood, an important featuthe local landscape.
“Literary art can illuminate the inconspicuous @iglof human care such as a Midwestern
town, a Mississippi county, and a big-city neightmod” (Tuan Spacel62). Haddam
constitutes a conglomerate of suburban neighbohertibiting a range of social
standings and disposable incomes. Frank findedighbors “fine people, conservative,
decent” W5). He loves the suburbs and reacts sensuousitgitosmells, “the cool,
aqueous suburban chlorine bouquet . . . from a swng pool or a barbecue or a leaf
fire” (SW14). Frank feels at home in the suburban neididmds of Haddam; the town
makes him optimistic, magnanimous, and affirmifiyowadays, I'm willing to say yes
to as much as | can: yes to my town, my neighbmithomy neighbor, yes to his car, her
lawn and hedge and rain gutters. Let things bd#se they can Be(SW52).

After working on a sports magazine, Frank becomesbestate agent,
combating alienation and feeling the need for cengagement. He needs “a greater
sense of connectedness” (27) to his communitykrtdevs intuitively, as well as through
his business sense, that changes are afoot intmrbtedevelopment. Frank says, “We
want tofeelour community as a fixed, continuous entity as being anchored into the
rock of permanence; but we know it's not, thataotfoeneath the surface . . . it's
anything but” (D 439). Kakutani explains Frank’s alienation ag pathe “middle-class
community caught on the margin of change and rgglike Frank, from the wages of
loss and disappointment and fear” (“Afloat”). Niklornby sees in Ford’s first two

novels in the trilogy “a powerful sense of placel aislocation” (97). Duffy is more
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pragmatic about Frank’s desire to participate sxdommunity, explaining that Frank can
afford to feel this way. His new sense of “socedponsibility and civic identity are
functions of the market economy, and made posbiplas financial independence” (65).
Although Frank becomes rich in the real estatertass, his emotional and psychological
wellbeing is not necessarily intact. A novice @sponding to and interacting with his
environment, he seems to vacillate in his relatm$o his place; he denies and accepts
its nature in the same breath.

Frank is facile at sizing up the sociological @wdnomic features of each smaller
neighborhood in or abutting Haddam. Three spen#ighborhoods are emblematic of
the human geography in New Jersey: a white libezgghborhood; an African-American
middle-class enclave; and an older white consam@atortion. First, he assesses his
divorced wife’s neighborhood, called The Presideis appraises its “precise fifty-foot
frontages, mature mulberries, and straight sidesyalls a suitable spot for her to bring
up their two children. Although not yet a realtoe, thinks like one as he sums up her
neighbors, who are young, liberal, idealistic, ‘8pd a good investment and acted fast,
and now have some value to sit 0BW106). Frank knows that the banks have treated
the residents well with “mortgage points and vdaahtes” and that they have prospered
in their jobs as “stockbrokers, corporate speedters; and public defenders,” with the
result that they have maintained an excellent “gralose-knit neighborhood and
property-value ethic where everybody looks aftesrglvody else’s kids and grinds their
own espresso”§W106-07). Frank’s slightly dismissive descriptmiithese citizens,

fortunate in their worldly goods, encapsulatesighteorhood that reveals the correlation
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between its residents’ real estate values and ithentities—an example of the economic
relationship between place and character.

Frank views investing in rental property as phif@apic and civic-minded. He
buys two houses in the “quiet, well-treed streghmestablished black neighborhood
known as Wallace Hill,” a venue inhabited for dezaby “reliable, relatively prosperous
middle-aged and older Negro families.” The howmessmall, built close together and
kept in meticulous condition, “whose values . avé gone steadily up1@ 24). Frank
buys these houses to rent because he imagines ltemibute to the black
neighborhood by giving the residents a sense dbfiggng and prominence . . . that these
citizens might yearn for, the way some of us dredumaradise” (27). If Frank sounds
slightly patriarchal, though well intentioned, Mg magnanimous undertaking, still he
understands that owning a house and belongingetodmmunity are synonymous and
valuable.

Having surveyed a liberal, affluent, white neightmod and a black, middle-class
enclave, both in Haddam, Frank visits a politicalbnservative area on the north side of
Brunswick Pike, which has grown out of the “suburisaties.” From the street, touches
of elegance and maturity are evident in the “loraporial lawns” with “heavy hemlock
growth” that give these “white, set-back, old-momegnsions” some privacy. The
original houses have received some modern impronenand a few newcomers may
have infiltrated the neighborhood, but basicalky tesidents are “original owner-pioneers
holding fast to the land and happy to be . .t's now a ‘neighborhood’ . . . where fiscal
year to fiscal year everybody’s equity squeezeasugheir political musings drift to the

right” (LOL 51). Frank appears to emphasize investment apegy values over
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guality-of-life issues and community standardsjlun@ turns from conservatism to a
more liberal environment at the Jersey shore, whernds a venue in which the
residents care less about money and more aboutiegjlife.

Fifth, place is geography, topography, and langscd.aura Winters describes
Willa Cather’s having “a geographidahagination Her characters are intricately
connected to the places they inhabit” (5). Althodgank does not, at first, feel closely
linked to the place he inhabits, he is hopeful altsiearliest signs. A pragmatic, literal
man, he easily understands New Jersey as “thedna@sting and readable of landscapes,
and the language is always America8i{52). Because he can “read” it, he can explain
why “An American would be crazy to reject such agal.” The New Jersey landscape is
“muted and adaptable” (97). For Frank, Haddanialiytexhibits the necessary
attributes for an ideal place in which to live:isitsolid, scrutable, and clear. He finds in
Haddam what he was seeking, which is “as straigiviod and plumb literal as a fire
hydrant” S§W103). He suggests, “We all need our simple, ungnaus, even factitious
landscapes like mine’SW103). He admires the “suave and caressing litesal’ SW
52) of the New Jersey coastal shelf; these sophtstil and seductive words in Frank’s
description of the Shore form a significant parhisf charm as narrator. His topography
tends to embrace the public spaces of suburbia-wégs traffic and more traffic,
professional buildings, shopping malls, food caoustgomobile appliance stores, outlets,
and the like. Frank drives, for example, througghtstown and heads north, observing
“the flat, featureless, bedrenched Jersey flatlaralfandscape perfect for easy golf
courses, valve plants, and flea marke®M56). Frank finds the landscape congenial,

amusing, and interesting.
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Much of the external world he views from his autdm®window—or from an
airplane. “The turnpike is beautiful!” he exulés he looks down upon the highway
during one of his flying jauntsSiV183). Frank’s view is rarely of nature; his ooltds
not pastoral, except for a few moments at the Staom@, even there, with “a cellular
tower camouflaged to look like a Douglas fir,” amaoker would be unable to tell what
the “natural landscape looks likd?@QL 292). As he shows in his astute assessments of
neighborhoods, Frank is a “great cartographer @®@merican physical and cultural
landscape,” recording “the human and physical gaany of towns, villages, and
countryside, the booming mall and ubiquitous frases, the declining shopping sectors
of town centers”I(OL 116). Like an observant and sympathetic doct@nlktakes
suburbia’s temperature and pulse along with his,ongasuring the relative prosperity of
the outlying malls as opposed to the old-fashiostedes in town centers whose clientele
is declining and dying. Frank drives past a negghbod where “for sale” signs are
going up. This might be worrying to some, he ssgyrslonically, “Though to me it’s all
as natural as pond succession. | like the vielaradscape in uselLOL 36). That land
is becoming scarce in suburbia does not yet agpdasther him, perhaps because he
does not yet feel one with the community but hdlasself unengaged, on the outside.

Frank articulately evokes landscape in his tiflee Lay of the LandWatching
land cleared for “megahouses” to go up in vast imgudevelopments, Frank says
goodbye to the land his son once trod, “The oldofathe land” (44). His first wife is “a
life-long essentialist and thinks there’s a waytlaithgs should go, no matter how the land
lies around her feet” (144). He thinks, “That isywthe dead should stay dead and why

in time the land lies smooth all around them” (2%0%tatement ripe with Frank’s belief
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that mourning the past is useless; the land witleseverything. On Thanksgiving Day,
Frank accommodates a client with a “lay-of-the-laf2$9) tour of Sea-Clift, Ortley
Beach, and Seaside Heights. In Ford’s interviethh Brian Duffy, which appears at the
end of Duffy’s book about Ford, the two men disdistitle, The Lay of the Land
While planning the novel, Ford says he was thinldhgut “how the American landscape
lies.” Duffy replies, “There’s a sense of stocktakin the title” (321). Ford agrees that
there probably are a few moments in the trilogy wReank scolds himself for using the
term “stocktaking,” which he considers a literaligtaé.

Duffy interprets “stocktaking” to mean that Frasktaking inventory, an
inference that does not mesh with Frank’s opinaimsut the need to shed the past or his
aspirations for the immediate present. The tihe‘lay of the land” does not signify
taking stock; the phrase, attached to the surveymatle, denotes looking ahead,
scouting, making a reconnaissance, mapping ouéalike a pioneer, a soldier, an
explorer, or a geologist. The expression is Focdisception of Frank’s coming to grips
with his landscape, his surroundings, and howil, appreciate, and belong to it. The
adage is flush with echoes from late nineteentheamty twentieth-century literature:
Mark Twain inAdventures of Huckleberry Fi(d884)—Due to some mischief from the
duke and the dauphin, Jim disappears from thearaftHuck must try to free him; he sets
out alone;’But | didn't mind, because | didn't want to sedody just yet—I only wanted
to get the lay of the land” (143); Jack LondorBurning Daylight(1910)— the
protagonist (appositely, an Alaskan real estateldptor) asks the woman he wants to
marry if she is interested in marrying anyone efSéu see, I've just got to locate the

lay of the land” (194)Ambrose Bierce in “Present at a Hanging” (1915)—h©Brower
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is a fugitive from justice; it is dark in the fotemnd he is unarmed. “As Brower had
never dwelt thereabout, and knew nothing of theofaye land, he was, naturally, not
long in losing himself” (16). Marx mentions Hawthe’s “Sleepy Hollow,” in which
“the lay of the land” keeps him from being distutd®y the train whistle (28).

Ford’'s use of the phrase “the lay of the land” barread as a synecdoche for the
novel and for the trilogy as well. The saying mskdematic of the social and economic
landscape of central New Jersey, which Frank exesnimtimately in the three novels.
Neither looking back to appraise the past, noisgithrough and evaluating his
decisions and actions, he is involved in planske tadvantage of and to stay engaged in
the here and now. Frank is not interested in #st, [@s he has expressed in regard to his
Permanence Period: “I cannot say that we all regaist in full literary fashion or that
one is much useful in the end8\\V371). Frank so pointedly avoids memories of tastp
that he almost appears too eager to forget. “Samestwe think that before we can go on
with life we have to get the past all settled . But that’s not true. We’'d never get any
place if it was” LOL 107). Frank explores the physical and emotitaabf the land—
the landscape and its surroundings, its contouibjta shape; he senses the promise and
potential in the landscape and accommodates toldige with cheer, acceptance, and
perseverance.

Like Roth and Newark, New Jersey, Ford is writibgat Haddam, New Jersey,
as well as America; Ford’s novels are commentameAmerica with “central New
Jersey serving as microcosm” (Shea 126). In reter¢o his trilogy, Ford tells Duffy,
“There’s no doubt that | was trying to write a badout America” (68). For Frank,

America means the New Jersey suburbs; the Newydsubeirbs mean people’s finding
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suitable homes to establish themselves in theurban lives. Duffy describes Haddam
as symbolic of “the American dream: having oneé&ce of real estate in a good
community where property prices are stable, criong kervices good, and where the
social class and racial hierarchy is [are] undexsi@and respected by all” (48). By the
final novel, Frank laments, “America is a countgtlin its own escrow’L(OL 407).
Suburban folk are deep in debt and drowning in gages. Sirens, flashing lights, and
police officers proliferate in these suburbs.

Frank knows from serving his clients that most pe@pe late arrivals wherever
they move. When he and Ann moved to Haddam itwidsthe “uneasy immigrant
sense” that everyone else had lived there sincen@lmis [D 27). Frank appreciates that
America is a country built on immigrants and stessiés multicultural features in central
New Jersey. He identifies with newcomers: “Lomgsnat the heart of transience—able
to withstand the feeling of personal temporarinbsfig someplace with the wrong
papers, knowing no one in the neighborhood, lilkedmmigrant experience at home”
(Barton). He understands the “slightly painful tadgia—the way emigrants are said to
feel when they leave home, where hardships awatdtjrathe end old concerns are only
transported to a new venud’@L 431). Frank’s real estate partner in Sea-Cliéins
immigrant from Tibet. Ford is well aware of theced and racial problems, inequity,
lack of opportunity, assimilation, and questionaec@rning the American national
identity, when he remarks to Duffy, “It's a natunaltgrowth of the ways . . . in which
America has replenished its populations throughignation” (329). Frank is hard to
read on the question of immigration and its effectseal estate values. He provides a

humorous and unflattering portrait of some Southe&as’ razing his Hoving Road
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property and building a seminary. Frank quote&s$aliously from a publication
purporting that real estate “is the true Americaofgssion,” but he does believe the basis
of the article, the ineluctable fact that peoplelpabple—deserve good, suitable
housing (D 440).

Out-of-towners flock to Haddam, looking for dreaoukes, which activity is
reminiscent of so-called flatlanders who traveVeyrmont looking for the perfect
Revolutionary farmhouse—arousing sad memories gpim®er Levov's moving to a
gentile paradise iAmerican Pastora-where their lives will be mystically transformed
and they will finally write that novel, or plantahgarden, or fall back in love. In fact,
Frank mentions that when he was thinking of movmlew Jersey, the real estate ad for
Haddam resembled Vermont. “I'd seen an ad in ihee$, making it look like an
undiscovered Stowe, Vermont,” where he could iniestmovie money frorBlue
Autumn his book of short storieS\W39), in a fine, fulfilling house.

Sixth, place is a trope. “Place has a literal asgmbolic value, a function
serving both geographical (representational) andpmerical ends” (Lutwack 31). As
discussed above, the title phraEke Lay of the Lands a synecdoche for the trilogy in
its evocation of the physical landscape and itsaichppon Frank’s realization of
belonging to the place. An extended conceit irdatrilogy is a succession of
metaphors about real estate. In the second nieragik, who has been mulling over ways
to contribute to his community, decides to abansjmorts writing to become a real estate
agent after an acquaintance persuades him thaugieess offers a diverse and
interesting group of people to meet and a gredtafeaoney to reap. Frank understands

innately a basis for purveying real estate: “yon’'tisell a house to someone, you sell a
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life” (1D 112). In other words, he has found a metaphthierreal-estate endeavor:
houses ratify people’s identities; people beliewades reflect who they really are. As
Frank becomes more experienced in the trade, e &rsecond metaphor: houses and
their locations, especially their locations, représsocial distinctions and separate people
by income and prestige.

Frank’s reconnecting with his family and sellinglrestate in the suburbs in
Independence Daig “a heady metaphor for the nature of attachm@vitijeski). Though
stoic and patient, Frank still feels connectechtoformer life he lived in Haddam with
his family, though he rejects as unhelpful therggraffection he feels for this past.
Frank’s partner from Tibet has “comprehended his as being a ‘metaphor’ for the
assimilating, stateless immigrant who'll alwaysvigat he is . . . yet who develops into a
useful, purposeful citizen who helps strangers likaself find safe haven under a roof”
(LOL 16). Mike has adapted to the New Jersey subusiagrof life; Frank goes out of
his way to help Mike assimilate, belong, and prospe

In Independence Dayrank spends an inordinate amount of time trying
identify and sell a suitable and affordable howsart unlikable and intractable couple
named Markham. Whenever Frank proposes a houskeior to look at, Joe Markham’s
characteristic riposte is, “I wouldn'’t live in thaarticular shithole”ID 41). This real-
estate salesman’s interlude provides the readepportunity to examine Frank’s
character, his tenets, and his way of dealing pé#tbple regarding commercial place. In
his daily round selling houses, he smiles and snbat is not a villain like Claudius; he
adjusts his expression—“l make my cheeks smil€JI( 40)—so that people will like

him, trust him, buy houses from him, or sleep whitln; he wants to accommodate, to
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mediate, and to make people happy. He trieshi®niost part, to be honest and
straightforward and to refrain from saying a hoissénteresting” or “has potential”
when he thinks it is “a dump’1D 41).

The Markhams will never grasp what the metaphorgalfestate have taught
Frank: “The gnostic truth of real estate [is thabple never find or buy the house they
say they want”ID 41). Walker contributes to the idea of real estet a metaphor. For
people like the Markhams, “the search for a honeivees one metaphorical crux of this
novel: the quest for the delicate balance betvdsgendence on and independence from
place, people, and self” (135). Walker seemsetodnceding that there is, in fact, an
interplay—“dependence on” and “independence froméaleen place and people. For
Duffy, “The function of real estate is a metapharthe hazardous negotiations and
choices of adult life” (64). Duffy also describiésank’s home in Sea-Clift, surrounded
by water on both sides and joined to the mainland bridge, as “a permanent metaphor
for his tenuous hold on life” (142). Duffy’s usé“tenuous” does not accord with
Frank’s full engagement in his life in Sea-CliftThe Lay of the LandFrank pretends he
does not use figurative language—"“Life doesn’'t naedetaphor, in my opinion'S\W
125)—but he does use a metaphor, among many, toiloeshe literal place with the
expression, “location is everythingS{v50), meaning location symbolizes status in the
suburbs. As Walker observes, “Location, in alhitsaning, is paramount, since Frank is
now a real estate agent” (17). This theme, tras#iting for houses in the suburbs
corresponds to their social cachet, stretches tuabary E. Wilkins Freeman and her
three New Jersey novels about social class initlzge life of Metuchen and the

auspicious placement of houses on their properties.



98

Seventh, place is language. Place, says Fordade of language “in a way that
substantiates life, reifies life” (Duffy 325). Fbs fluent use of language is a precious
tool—both colloquial and cerebral, laconic and exgdee, and sensuous and sensitive.
Ford says, “I'm always interestedwords. . . describing a character or a landscape”
(Lyons). He cares deeply about language and speak®ry interview about lingering
over his choice of words: he has a “concern ferrthances of language” [vii]; is
“preoccupied with language” [x]; and is “dedicatedanguage” [xii] (Guagliardo). Ford
is aware that “the integrity of his language isnrately related to the place where he
lives. For him, every place has a language aws” (Smith). Frank, on the other hand,
uses language to get what he wants. He cynicdihsas his partner to tell the woman
from the Neighbors Coalition, whose constituenesarxious because wreckers are
tearing down a house in their neighborhood, totkelllot to a citizen who can afford it
and “find suitable language to make it seem goo@¥eryone and what America’s all
about” LOL 405). In the same vein, Duffy comments on Frafildsile use of
language,” which allows him “to configure the wottdsuit himself and to deflect
commitment and responsibility” (106). This questible gift resembles Frank’s ability
to smile appropriately through strained or taxingetmgs. Frank weighs with care
which voice and language he will to use with higrfer wife SW11); he adapts a fake
voice to certain occasions.

Frank, eloguent in communicating the language alf éstate, appreciates the
finer points of the technical vocabulary and glibpeaks the lingo as he guides potential
clients through the social and economic topograghyew Jersey. Using his wiles to

make a client feel special, Frank describes a hthaehas long been on the market: this
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is “a place requiring ‘imagination,” a place no etltlients could quite ‘visualize,” a
house with a “story’ or a “ghost,” but which midive ge-ne-sais-quoattraction for a
couple as amusingly upbeatD(60). Kakutani criticizes Ford’s tendency to tatout
New Jersey property values and realtor strategiegyenuine insights about how people
live today” (“Afloat”). In Frank’s defense, he b@bes that in suburbia real estate issues
provide real insights into people’s lives; he tiiegpay attention to people’s problems.

Language enhanced by literary allusion createscandeys place by opening a
window into a complementary or contrasting landscaptertextuality transforms the
experience of place. Curiously, Frank claims tarsditerature; the seat of his most
elaborate self-delusion is his rant at “great ditere:” “Great literature routinely skips
them [moments when large decisions get decideffjviar of seismic shifts, hysterical
laughter, and worlds cracking open, and in that d@ss us all a great disserviceQL
228). Frank claims, “There are no transcendemh#sein life which is a lie of literature
and the liberal arts"§W16). He dislikes novelists who write about thetp&l know
I’'m always heartsick in novels . . . when the n@tehakes his clanking, obligatory trip
into the Davy Jones locker of the pas$\24). For a man who, in truth, is literature’s
intimate friend, Frank frequently resembles theyladthe play within the play who
protests too much.

Frank’s apparent disdain for literature is ascribdb his failure as a novelist, or,
rather, his decision not to pursue novel writihde speculates he does not have enough
intuition about people to “soar off’ to places whaevriters like Tolstoy and George Eliot
travel. He believes he suffers from “a failurarafgination” and has “lost his authority”

(SW46). Frank is not able to communicate “the plalygiht and dark” in literature the
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way the great writers ca®s\(V46). Though he is not embarrassed by his stdiess
unable to finish his novel; he has never livedhia place where his novel is set. For
reading these days, Frank enjoys obituaries aniebstate listings. He is a different man
from the one who, shortly after his son’s deathgtda English literature in a New
England college for some months. Paradoxicallgnkmuotes literature continuously.
While in the ambulance, after he has been shombmory fills with literature. He
guotes Henry James at his death: “So it has canasta—the distinguished thingLQOL
466), and Wallace Stevens, “In an age of disbeliefit is for the poet to supply the
satisfactions of belief in his measure and hisStfflOL 477). When Frank believes he
is dying, literature is his companion.

Frank’s use of literary allusion to convey plas&opious, limited here to three
examples—Scott Fitzgerald and James Fenimore Coopir of whom wrote fiction set
in New Jersey, and Herman Melville. Frank’s irggttial dialogue witihe Great
Gatsbyis topographical as well as substantive. Horsisk€rstates that Ford’s trilogy is
the most “prominent instance of a responséhe Great Gatsbin the past two decades
as well as one of the most deliberate and sophtsticattempts to construct a place in
fiction” (209). Kruse determines that Frank’s dgan to live in New Jersey is
“deliberate, and his feeling for New Jersey asag@ls affirmed from the very first to the
very last pages” (209). Frank has at his disp@aknormous store of literary works”
(210). Kruse's double use of the word “deliberagaiphasizes Ford’s choice of a New
Jersey setting fofrhe Sportswritgleading to Frank’s resolution to leave Manhattan fo
New Jersey. As an aside, Kruse mentions the predarFrank’s office of a copy of

William Carlos Williams’sPatersorby (ID 112). Williams’s devotion to New Jersey as



101

a locale “supports the strong sense of place tatgoles the trilogy” (Kruse 210); this
idea echoes the examples of Williams'’s view of plercthis study’s introduction.

The geographical referencesGatsbystrengthen Frank’s affection for and
identification with his landscape, his own lay bétand. Some referencesGatsbyare
oblique, others outright. The first referencel'lme Sportswriteto Gatsbyis a scene that
evokes Nick Carraway’s final vision of Gatsby’s B@mn the Long Island Sound,
showing Frank’s “staring off at the jeweled liglfsNew Jersey, brightening as dark fell,
and feeling full of wonder and allusion, like a Gwibus or a pilgrim seeing the continent
of his dreams for the first timeSW83-84). Inindependence Dayrank appreciates
that “in three hours you can stand on the lapphmges of Long Island Sound, staring
like Jay Gatsby at a beacon light that lures you,.0 in three hours you can be heading
for . .. where Natty [Bumppo] drew first blood” (se 213). Imhe Lay of the Land
Frank, in a garage having his car fixed, notesrteehanic is reading a “foxed copy of
The Great Gatsiy(LOL 326) and remembers, “Garage mechanics . . . piayogal role
in Fitzgerald’s denouementlLQOL 326). These examples serve to illustrate Frank’s
preoccupation with the correspondence betweemiiteliterature, which he tries to deny,
as well as to underscore his deep associationhstphysical and emotional place,
which he has yet to acknowledge.

In contrast to the allusion to Jay Gatsby, in whiah connection between Frank
and Gatsby is instantly recognizable, the refereénd¢atty Bumppo, hero dofhe
Deerslayerand other novels, is subtler. Imdependence Dayrank drives, with
Emerson’s essay “Self-Reliance” in his glove cortipant, to Cooperstown, New York,

accompanied by his unhappy teen-aged son, andh@okThe Deerslayer Inn. From
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there, as Frank points out, they are only threedfstam Gatsby’s house. Rather than
stir up an interest in the lone warrior, Natty Bypapwho carves out a manly life in the
wilderness, Frank carelessly dismisses Cooper &mriaus American novelist who
wrote a book about Indians playing basebdlly 644). Frank misses the opportunity to
show his son, who needs role models, a meaningfulection between this American
folk hero and his own life.

In the third literary allusion, Frank’s dreaminssgnmons up an image of
Ishmael and his similar condition. Frank’s dreagss) his alienation, is a recurring
theme; his state of mind is defined as “tinged \expectation” $W5); “a state of
suspended recognition” (Caldwell 42); “losing hisanings” SW128), and
“detachment” (Hoffman). Ishmael’s dreaminess asitelssness are one with his
meditativeness, like Frank’s with his continuousimiations. Often, for Ishmael,
performing his tasks is similar to taking opiumndieg him into a reverie reminiscent of
his feelings of otherworldliness. Many times haslglactivities lull him into a dreamy
mood: when he is working the sperm; at the helmgwveg mats; or manning the
forecastle. In the South Seas, “there are timesedmy quietude” (405). Ishmael’s
dreaminess distances him from the burdensome eesb8il realities of life aboard ship
to free him to address his apostrophes to his redél@nk found at university that the
real mystery of life, the “very reason to read,"snedways ruined when teachers of
literature “analyzed the meaning awa$W?223). His narrative explodes with literary
allusions that are meaningful about place and campto him. In a last example of a
literary allusion, Ford teases his readers by ngrthe machine shop on the Jersey Shore,

“Only Connect Welding” ILCOL 273).



103

Eighth, place represents change, social, ecan@nd geographic. Change
means the end of pastoral life and the loss of Ed@ank notes with nostalgia the
passing of rural life in his neighborhood, longdrefit became a “wealth beltL. QL 37);
the reader notes Frank is thinking about the padand developer is building cheap
houses where once in a “gilded time” stood a vdietstall piled with “red mums,
orange pumpkins, fat dusty tomatoes, leathery gguwuhlight streaming through the
rough cracks in the warm-rich-aired produce stgh@L 41). The countryside of the
MacDonald farm—the farmer’'s name was Macdonaldpideshe children’s song—
where once Frank brought his children, will soorcbeered, ironically, with
McMansions LOL 37). Inindependence Dayrank notes that changes are beginning to
encroach upon the suburbs. He drives away frorisérenely tree-studded and affluent
groves of nearby Haddam” to a place known as PHeck, “not much of a town, much
less an area: a few tidy, middle-rank residerstiadets situated on either side of busy
571, which connects with the gradually slopinghtihdustrial, overpopulous coastal
plain where housing is abundant.” In the pasfi@eht land existed to reinvent Penns
Neck into “a spruced up, Dutchy-Quakery villagerelater, islanded by fertile cornfields,
well-tended stone walls, and maple and hickory fead teeming with wildlife.” Those
days are past, when land and wildlife were plehtifdow the neighborhood is “just one
more aging bedroom community for other, larger, @eldedroom communities, in spite
of the fact that its housing stock has withstoodleraity’s rush, leaving it with an
earnest old-style-suburban appedlD 68). No town center remains, only a couple of at-
home antiques shops and a lawn-mower repair ad atgtion-deli on the state road:

the land, the wildlife, and the town have disappdar
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Frank rarely reminisces, because he believes thellidg on the past is futile, but
he does recall that when he first arrived in Haddewa could find a good cheap lunch.
“I loved it here then”I(OL 77). “Here” has changed. When he learns that sombas
exploded a device at the local hospital, he says,'nard to contemplate here being the
target” LOL 83). “Here” is unrecognizable. Frank analyzesnges in Haddam in terms
of, and as a result of, consumerism—America is éatfgetized by consumerism” (Duffy
326)—and suburban sprawl. Duffy, who uses the Wesuthurbanization” (113), blames
this phenomenon for fragmenting American socie®).(He sees the “suburbanization”
of America as an important factor in the collapeammunity life, particularly relevant
to the suburban world of Haddam, New Jersey (1@0gnation results. Another of
Frank’s diagnoses is that “in-depth communicatiatinwmaller and smaller like-minded
groups is the disease of the suburbh®I( 145). Frank finally leaves Haddam because
he is sick of selling real estate that costs tochmd'. . . there behind its revetment of
Revolutionary oaks and surviving elms, from itsdamand cul-de-sacs, its wood ricks, its
leaf rakage, its musing, inside mutter-mutter cos&ons passed across hedges between
like-minded neighbors who barely know one anotimel@ouldn’t otherwise speak.”
These residents are alienated even from their berghwho think identical thoughts.
There is no room in this historic site for the ftem of exchange of ideas that was the
basis of the American Revolution.

Floyd Watkins observes that, while American fictiwwas once known for
elaborate mansions, like Thomas Wolfe's Altamord Blathaniel Hawthorne’s House of
Seven Gables, fictional characters no longer livéig isolated properties, as less and

less land remains available (13-14). In Haddamhbuses are no more; the lots for
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building houses become smaller and smaller. F®htiusing development devouring the
farming country Frank remembers, one hundred aedtyvfive acres are available if the
builders “clear the woods,” which means about féxdyses on three-acre lots. Frank’s
spirits sink when he hears these statistics: thegn “a living room the size of a fifties
tract home” LOL 40). Having decided that the price of housingladdam has risen too
high, Frank removes to Sea-Clift, where he findsaramngenial inhabitants, who are not
in a terrible hurry to get ahead and are more@sted in their quality of life than in their
social status. After his change of address, henstto Haddam on business; a sense of
melancholy and regret overcomes him, being “innéighborhood again, feeling
unsanctioned by the place. And shouldn'’t | feeMén mordnere because my stay was
longer, because | loved here, buried a son nelobtya fine permanent life here, lived on
alone until | couldn’t stand it another minutéD(442). The return to the hereness
theme—"even morberé—bespeaks the transformation of the place; it setmhold no
sway over him, spiritual or emotional.

Early in the trilogy, Frank’s girlfriend’s fathealts Barnegat “our little Garden of
Eden down here"§W262). Frank often thinks of certain paradisalenof day in the
suburbs, late afternoons, when all is well. $lfor such dewy interludes that our
suburbs were built . . . . That simple measuréagfand place . ... These interludes
elicit a pastoral kind of longing’'SW312). He passes a housing development: a sign
reads, “A good life is affordable here” (SW 312)o highlight the social and economic
transformations overwhelming New Jersey, Frankrpgst in his realtor’s argot, the New
Jersey real estatenise-en-scériafter real estate went “nuts,” and realtors even

“nuttier,” and a new vocabulary replaces the old:
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Expectations left all breathable atmosphere beh®der-pricing, under-
bidding, sticker shock, good-faith negotiationcprreduction, high-end
flux were all banished from the vocabulary. Tompprice wars, cutthroat
bidding, forced compliance, broken leases, andysakenanigans took
their place. The grimmest, barely habitable shotgouses in the
previously marginal Negro neighborhoods becamertiren
untouchable in an afternooh.@L 84)
Frank can sense the changes; they are enoughltbiohi Haddam “felt different
to me—as a place’LOL 88). “Haddam stopped being a quiet and happyrbubu and
became place to itself . . a town of others, for otherd”QL 89). People no longer
know each other; Haddam is no longer a commurhty,ald-timers are gone. The use of
the word “others” is an unpleasant reference badkank’s ambiguity about
immigration; there is a pejorative implication tis Btatement about newcomers’ being
strangers, aliens, others.

With his sharp eye for detail and his deft vocalyl&rank inventories items
related to the changed landscape and the glutnsurnerism—the “slow-motion
consumer daze on Miracle MileLQOL 193). He and Mike, his partner from Tibet, have
been to Toms River in the morning and are travdbiagk on Route 37 in the afternoon.
The road construction has stopped, but the highsvag less crowded:

. .. due to the Ocean County mall staying op€ii,Zahd all other stores,
chains, carpet outlets, shoe boutiques, langudgmols; fancy frame
shops, Saturn dealerships and computer storesithe. sTraffic actually

moves more slowly, as if everyone we passed thisimg is still out
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here, wandering parking lot to parking lot, read¥uy if they just knew
what, yet are finally wearing down, but have no utse to go home.
(LOL 193)
His exhaustive checklist of stores is depressingsamers have turned into zombies.
Frank is also a consumer; in a felicitous phrasmeBcalls him a “consumer of
places (104). He is a buyer of local developments, manthnrestates, rental properties,
hamburger stands, and all kinds of places. Hetsnti-development but wary, trying to
warn his partner Mike to temper his enthusiasmédnd development. Mike happily
accepts the “self-interested consumer-mercantiiaggples] of the real estate business”
(21). Duffy points out to Ford that, rhe Lay of the Lanche establishes “commerce as
a defining American value and activity,” to whiclust be added the buying and selling
of houses. Ford tries to make Frank’s stance amuerce in real estate more
affirmative: “Commercialism is ugly, but it haspluses. It is not always pretty but it is
always progressive” (330).
Frank describes and evokes change as well at theyJ8hore, his prose filled
with comparative adjectives. Urban renewal rendgesything natural reduced—fewer
trees, fewer leaves—as well as what is humanlyyoed—Iless swell, less tall, less

glitzy, less vulgar:

All around the Queen Regent is a dry, treelessnirbaewal savanna
stretching back to the leafless tree line of Asbufyhere we’re currently
driving were once sweller, taller hotels with giiznames, stylish seafood
joints with hot jazz clubs in the basement, anthiardown the now-

missing clocks, tourist courts and shingled flopesufor the barkers and
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rum-dums who ran the Tilt-a-Whirl on the pier orliwad trays in the

convention hall, which itself looks like it couldlFin the a rising tide and

a breeze. L(OL 298-99)
The landscape is cheap, insubstantial, and outmoded

The cause of the most serious changes to the lapedsm the Shore is the natural
disaster of a hurricane. Frank explains that rfeavet are only five “cottages” left from
the previous fifteen—grandiloquent old gabled amdeted Queen Annes, rococco Stick
Styles, rounded Romanesque Revivals—is that therstiwvere blown to shit and
smithereens by Poseidon’s wrath and are now gotieutia trace. Hurricane Gloria, as
recently as 1985, finished the last one.” Nowsaygs, “Beach erosion, shoreline
scouring, tectonic shifts, global warming, ozongderation and normal w&t [wear and
tear] have rendered all us ‘survivors’ nothing mitr@ solemn, clear-headed custodians
to the splendid, transitory essence of everything . None of this, like none of us, is
going to last here”L(OL 207). “Here” is not permanent. Frank confirmis fesson later,
when he is shot in the heart. [At an appearandéein York in April 2013, Ford
surprises his audience by reading from an unpudgdistory in which Hurricane Sandy
destroys Frank’s beach house and he moves bac&dda (Liu).]
In his discussion diValden Marx writes that the American economy by the mid-

1840s produced “quiet desperation” and “men havete the tools of their tools”
(247). As Frank tries to “simplify” his life, hendoubtedly thinks of Thoreau, to whom
he refers frequenthyLOL 354, Guagliardo xii, 142, WalkeRichard Ford12). Frank
says,‘In the waning weeks of this millennial year, in i | promised myself as a New

Year's/New Century resolution to simplify some tpgn . . | needed to get righZOL
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6). Again, Marx writes that heroes like Huck Feamd Ishmael wish to withdraw from
“‘oppressive civilization” (338). Frank moves toaSglift because it was “seasonal,
insular, commuter-less, stable, aspirant withintBi(LOL 399). Situated at Barnegat
Bay, Sea-Clift, “is beckoning as heaven . . . ingtassed-in living room overlooking the
grassy dune, the beach, and the Atlantic’'s somhslangle.” He reports his modest and
self-absorbed goals: “My attitude’s the same:t ffeiting, keep the current inventory in
good working order, rely on your fifties-style bédife, and let population growth do its
job the way it always has. What's the hurry? Veéealready built it here, so we can be
sure in time they’ll come”(OL 401). Frank used to be all in favor of growth and
increase, but now, while other groups are workingdeas for “revitalizations,” like
reclaiming Barnegat Bay, he is rooting for zeroydapon growth and fewer people in
the areal(OL 399).

Ninth, place is a journey. Gillian Tindall seebradvels as journeys, “from the
known to the unknown, from shelter to exposuranfidentity to anonymity, from safety
to danger, and from captivity to freedom” (116j Hord’s trilogy, the central voyage is
an internal, mental one for Frank, a continuousgsiie to find the meaning of his place
in the world. His journey is one of self-exploaatiand self-analysis to probe his identity
and his destinyWendell Berry’s familiar maxim is apposite: “If yalon’t know where
you are you don’t know who you are” (Stegner 19Bhe trilogy represents Frank’s
middle-aged journey—*“a first-person excursion tlgloiNew Jersey,” as Hardwick calls
it (294). Perhaps Frank travels because his fdaold professor at Michigan believed
that all America’s literature . . . was forged bmeqositivist principle: to leave, and then

to arrive in a better statel.QL 337). Frank calls his life “a journey toward sqiaee
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yet to be determined that | have good hope filn”386). The Permanence Period, for
Frank, means “when the past seems more genericgeuific, when life’s a destination
more than a journey'LOL 46). Frank understands his life’s journey is har8ea-Clift.
“Here is necessity,” he says at the endloé Lay of the Lan(485).

For some, Frank’s typical journeying around Newsdgrin his car has too many
“twists and turns in its itinerary”—too many routesute numbers, highways, place
names, and ordinary sites (Dyer 152). Frank droaeginuously around Central New
Jersey, “a perpetual escapee from Manhattan, fictrorf, from the rigors of family life”
(Hoffman). Frank views his life as going out idmerica each day and coming “home
each day with the new knowledge gained about histty and himself on his
journeying” CLOL 116). In the end, like some of Roth’s characteeschanges places by
moving to Sea-Clift, but he stays near Haddam aitliimthe state of New Jersey.
Instead of traveling like Ford to pick out a locatifor his fiction, Frank travels to turn
his “new knowledge” into insights and platitude®abNew Jersey suburbs. Because the
reader is privy to Frank’s reflective nature fockwa long period, some of his remarks
about place are bound to sound like tired aphori$ongxample, “No place is without a
downside” (D 288), one of the comments he makes on his trip g son.

This discussion has explored nine ways in whicldeanveys place and its
impact on his narrator, Frank Bascombe. To sunmeaFord reveals the meaning of
place through Frank’s wry, ruminative, and, at Simadienated perspective. Place
persuades Frank that his life is in New Jerseyeréhs necessity” (LOL 485). Place
becomes real to the reader entirely through pdatist—"exquisite, intractable irresistible

details” (Ford “Chance”). Place is a neighborhasldere people’s aspirations and
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political affiliations are apparent. Place istarfl and sensible landscape that
corresponds to Frank’s need to understand its lsgetgraphy. Place is language, a
careful choice of words, and literary allusionyasl as a tool for Frank to ply his realty
trade. Place is a metaphor for houses, homesatiyttheir owners’ identities. Place is
change, the transformation of pastoral life forwgblan sprawl. Place is a mental journey
for Frank to find his niche and to engage in theefad now.

The evolution of Ford’s attitudes toward place #melquestion of interplay
between place and narrator loom clearly in theyammabf the three novels and call for an
assessment of Ford’s thought processes, revealatemiews, as he changes his opinion
to find place determinative. His original premigas that place did not affect or change
a fictional character’s identity in any way; plagas solely background. He did not
accept the idea that his southern birth defineddmich determined his views about place.
He sought to free himself from his southern roois @ treat place as scenery. He did
not wish his heritage to impinge upon his choicé#en he had Frank say, “Place means
nothing” inindependence Daye was challenging the reader by setting uptenfial
situation in which place, and its physical, emagiippsychological, and metaphorical
impact on character, were on full display for iptetation. Ford constructed a conflict
between place and character, as a test to disddhere were any reciprocal interplay or
influence, and built on the narrative tension sunging Frank’s conflict about place—
his ambivalence, inconsistency, and vacillation.

A familiar trope, the concept of a writer’'s rooteds in the soil, arises frequently
in discussions about place in fiction. In the $oteeling rooted in his native solil is

often assumed to be the basis of a writer's petsgeand the way he is grounded.
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Welty writes, “It is by knowing where you stand tlyau grow able to judge where you
are” (128). Ford’s response, based on his vewidocatedness, has another
interpretation: the notion of rootedness growstthe ground up to form a character;
locatedness, on the other hand, is conferred fhemdp down and is whatever a
character grants his place. Ford adheres to titersent that a writer need not limit his
choice of fictional place to where he was born.it€@the reverse, Ford says forthrightly:
“It pisses me off that some people think | shouldr@ writing about Montana because |
wasn’t born there” (Merriam 91).

On his view of place, Ford continues, “I grew ughe ‘60s and I'm a little
suspicious about sentimentality in landscape” (B&$). Duffy asks about Ford’s
perception of landscape. In one of his most farcgthitements about the lack of
interplay between place and character, Ford resptivad he tries to evoke a “sensuous
background” (Ulin) in his novels, but he does nelidve that “the landscape of New
Jersey . . . has really much of anything of impme&ato do with the behavior of the
peopleinit.... lIdon’tthink place has ameral aspect” (Duffy 324). Ford’s use of
the word “germinal” echoes his comment that at fuesdid not believe in place as
“generative” (Ulin). He continues to argue thadaqd does not create or produce any
relationship with or have any effect upon a chaacPeople behave the way they do for
reasons they alone are responsible for. He adaselated thoughts, “So it isn’t as
though the landscape forms them in any particuly”Ulin), and “landscape in my
stories is always just background to what the attara do” (Ravelais and Levasseur
169). These examples underline Ford’s contenhahlaces are only “backgrounds” or

“scenery” for him. When reminded that much of Wwiting seems to be about the place,
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Ford replies, “I violate my own rules. My rule.is. ‘place means nothing.” But in the
pursuit of trying to make these books interestlrend up getting interested in the places
themselves” (Hinzen).

Ford has not yet renounced the idea that pla@sweothing, but he is drawing
closer to acknowledging that geography, surrourgjingd environment play a role in
characters’ lives. Ford believes that when ore“Southerner it's very appealing to
think that you are who you are, that your charaistéixed” (Majeski), which implies he
believes that moving from one’s birthplace andnlgvin another place can affect a
character. He says, “I didn’t see anything aboevNersey that would obligate me. |
wanted to set stories there, to purloin the placebut | didn’t feel any obligation to be
faithful to the place,” the way he would have fatliged to be with Mississippi (Barton).
“Purloin” is an interesting choice of words—to appriate or steal the New Jersey
setting for his fictional use suggests a breadust. Ford claims he only needs to know
a place to a certain degree; he actually livessrhbad (Barton). Ford chooses New
Jersey calculatedly, like a specimen for examimatie says he wants to pay homage to
it, yet he needs the full experience of writing thiegy about New Jersey to understand
the role of place in it.

Walker pays meticulous attention to Ford’s varienplanations of his views on
place. At one point, he narrows down his perceptitoone definition, equating place to
where he works: “My sense of locatedness is dgtjut a matter of where | work, and
the contact | keep with people I loveRithard Ford12). He continues, “Place is
wherever we do good work; otherwise, place is animggess abstraction” (13). Walker

notes Ford’s fascination with a personal, “humaposse to geography . . . .
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Locatedness has little to do with place and evamgtto do with a person’s awareness of
self and other” (205). Walker thinks Ford’s défon of place results from his growing
up in a hotel and from his rejection of the labsdthern writer” (13).

During Ford’s interview with Walker, which takesapk a year before her
monograph on him was published, she asks himkanare about “locatedness.” His
theory about place is that there is no interplayinterdependence, and no relationship
between a person and a place. A person doesceveeanything from place: “I think
one’s sense of locatedness represents the claimg&a on place, rather than the claim
it supposedly makes on you. Because a personmbesceive anything from a place,
anything you feel about a place, anything you trabkut that place at all, you have
authored and ascribed to some piece of geographgrything that defines locatedness is
then something that you yourself generate” (Walkeragliardo 142). Since place does
not contribute to an experience, when a persos wdiht he is experiencing “a sense of
place,” he is just expressing what he feels, natwihe place has created. Ford finds he
has nothing to teach except that “love is tran$ilerdocation isn’t actually everything”
(SW217). Again, Ford’s use of the word “generatehis statement, “something you
yourself generate,” refers back to his originakthehat place is not “generative.”

To put the idea another way, Ford continues, wheéndependence Dalyrank
says, “place means nothing,” what he actually nsaan‘this place ain’t givin’ me
nothing,” and | want something from it because been here, I've felt things here, and
now I'm here again, and | don’t feel anything, hgrst realizing what | just said: that
places don't have characters and don't literallyegis anything” (Walker, Guagliardo,

142). In that passage, the sequence of the wbiele™ is notable. Ford is not trying to
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express that place “means” nothing, but that ptgoees” one nothing. Places are real,
but the way a character feels about them is somgtie makes up, or creates himself. In
other words, Ford does not believe place or lamusti®mrms” characters (Duffy 324).
When Duffy asks Ford what his notion of belongiagrord responds, belonging “can be
love . ... Oryou can be attached to a placetartdstory and that will give you a sense
of belonging” (Duffy 353). This statement, thaaq® gives a character a sense of
belonging, contradicts Ford’s view that place gigesharacter nothing.

In the discourse on place, “sense of place,” asatse implies, is sensory in
origin, while the phrase “spirit of place,” whichamy critics use, connotes a distinctive
spiritual atmosphere or pervading spirit. Leonautivack writes, “Even for modern
realists there is sometimes a curious removal tiwrphysicality of place to the realm of
the spirit” (32). Philip Hensher believes, “Thergmf place in a novel . . . is part of the
humanity at the center of the endeavor.” Fredefigkner’s book is entitled iSpirit of
Place The Making of an American Literary Landscap¥ccording to D. H. Lawrence,
“Every continent has its own great spirit of pladévery people is polarized in some
particular locality, which is the homeland” (6 lLaura Winters’s chapter on Willa
Cather'sDeath Comes for the Archbishaghe describes the protagonist’s “search for the
sacred places” (62). Native American authors tleelland’s spirit, which Leslie
Marmon Silko defines: “That’s when you're in parféalance, inward and outward.
Everything’s perfect” (Turner 351). Welty agreégrom the dawn of man’s
imagination, place has enshrined the spirit” (128t all authors subscribe to the

concept of spirit of place.
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These insights into the “spirit of place” in fiatigprovide a useful starting point
for an assessment of Frank’s relationship to atefpnetation of place in his journey
throughout the trilogy. Frank claims he does redtdve in sacramental or spiritual
places. He thinks, “We just have to be smart ehdagyjuit asking places for what they
can't provide, and begin to invent other options’.(ID 442). In the run-up to Frank’s
celebrated phrase, “Place means nothing,” whickl B@cusses with Ulin, Frank
introduces that statement by saying, “It is anotresful theme and exercise in the
Existence Period, and a patent lesson of the rpaltigssion, to cease sanctifying places”
(ID 151), by which he means “houses, beaches, homsi@sireet corner where you
once kissed a girl,” and the like. “We may feaytlbughtto, shouldconfer something—
sanction, again—because of the events that tratshere once . . . . But they don't.
Places never cooperate by revering you back whamged it. In fact, they almost
always let you down . . . shove off to whateveestynot whatever was. Place means
nothing” (D 151-52). Later, Frank asks himself if there isy@ause to think a place—
any place—within its plaster and joists, its traad plantings, in its putative esseeser
shelters some spirit ghost of us as proof of gaificance and ours?1 442). Frank
appears to have rejected the spirit of place, thdug three epiphanies, among many
examples, are supreme instances of a mysticalpparsonnection between Frank and
place. Towards the end, particularly after beingtshe admits, when he is reformulating
the tenets of his Next Level, “a sense of spirityalan certainly help”l(OL 484).

At the outset of the trilogy, as Frank drives amttaddam commenting on its
strengths and weaknesses, he reacts readily emtionment, allowing it to define him,

which suggests he is interacting with his place firat, Frank, who has experienced



117

certain difficulties in life, is almost ecstaticali his place, appearing to relate to it and
draw sustenance from it. Then,lmdependence Dawfter numerous apostrophes to
Haddam, Frank plants one of his surprises: “Plaesgr cooperate by revering you back
when you need it . . . place means nothing” (151-%¥alker confronts this initial
inconsistency by interpreting Frank’s remark to iyripat place may only appear to
provide “a refuge” but is “totally bare of meaningyitil a person breathes significance
into it by occupation, thought, memory, and a his&hared with someone else”
(Richard Ford170). She does take note of Frank’s ambivaleece; leven as he says
these things, he counters them. “He finds himseking around sites that have been
formerly significant” (170). She does not spe#itihout, but they include his visit to the
graveyard where his son, Ralph, is buried; he quinten “Meditation,” by Theodore
Roethke—*I have gone into the waste lonely placeSSW18).

At various points in the narrative, as Frank rdagon and reacts to place and
the effect of place and landscape upon his ideritgyseems uncertain and erratic about
place’s meaning and impact. Early in the trilogsank, who has lived in Haddam for a
decade before the action begins, says, “Locatievesything” GW50). More than half
way through that novel, he decides, “Location isictually everything”$W217). In
between those two admissions, he has lavishedaE®lpon the town, especially
because he admires the simplicity of Haddam; everyeeds “Places without challenge
or double ranked complexitySW103). When Frank returns to Haddam after respites
several other states and in Europe, he feelsgtadhtrary, that Haddam, in the northern
state of New Jersey, is very much of a locatidte arrives “with a feeling of renewal . .

. that immediately translated itself into homey mectedness to Haddam itself, which felt



118

at that celestial moment like my spiritual resideneore than any place I'd ever been,
inasmuch as Wvasthe place | instinctively . . . came charging bexk(ID 93). Frank

uses the terms “celestial” and “spiritual” despite fact that he states later, as noted, that
he sees no reason to believe a place ever “shetiare spirit ghost’ID 442).

Frank “still favors New Jersey’s sense of placerdessissippi” (Bone 118); he
shows his preference by not returning to his bletbg@. He explains, “Of course, having
come first to life in a truplace and one as monotonously, lankly itself as thesMsppi
Gulf Coast, | couldn’t be truly surprised that mple setting such as Haddam . . . would
seem, on second look, a great relief and damnediea®zy up to” [D 93). Frank
remarks, “My own history | think of as a postcardhachanging scenes on one side but
no particular or memorable messages on the backi cgn get detached from your
beginnings . . . just by life itself, fate, the tofjthe ever-presentSW24). He lingers
over his birthplace and his past. He adds thgp&ients had “no particular sense of their
placein history’s continuum”$W24). He admires them for not feeling they were
special or consequential in the universal picturbe fact that Frank italicizes the word
“place” twice is worthy of consideration; with thiigoographical clue he suggests,
ironically, that the word “place” in this context $omehow unsavory or unpleasant to
him because of its southern connotations.

Frank meditates upon the meaning of “home.” Hedeos whether it is the place
in which you are born or the place you choose tarrgelf. He might be speaking of
himself, his roots in Mississippi, and his decisiorleave New York for New Jersey.
Perhaps, he thinks, home is “someplace you just kaep from going back to though

the air there’s grown less breathable, the futusgtr, where they really don’t want you
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back, and where you once left on a breeze witheaaevard glance™(OL 14). Frank
intimates that hard feelings arose from familyron critics when he turned his back on
his southern home. He believes that home is a afmias concept when a person is, as he
was, born in one place, educated in another, mtwvadhird—and has spent his career
finding suitable “homes” for others. “Home may pbk where you’ve memorized the
grid pattern, where you can pay with a check, wiseraeone you’ve already met takes
your blood pressure . . .LOL 14). This definition of home is neither cheerfiok
inspiring, when its sum represents traffic pattepaying bills, and knowing your
primary care physician. Home “is the old homestdag old neighborhood, hometown,
or motherland” (TuanSpace3), but not for the people living in Haddam’s stli®y who
are rootless newcomers, summer people, winter pewpimigrants, and commuters.
Frank gave up writing because he lost interestambvel, which took place in Tangiers,
a locale unknown to him. His fiction, he concedess “set in places . . . | had never
been” EW46), corroborating the need for an author to ustded the culture and the
place that he is trying to conjure up.

While Martyn Bone argues articulately that Frangftises to conflate self and
place” (119), evidence for the opposite view isratant in Frank’s actions. After his
divorce, for example, he sells his house and tpends an evening sitting in his car in
front of his old house, weeping over memories agddo it. He pretends where he lives
does not affect his life, but after his wife reni@srand moves away, he buys her house in
order to manufacture closeness to the memoriesdammily life; he concedes that
“houses can have this almost authorial power ogses@eming to ruin or make perfect

our lives just by persisting in one place longamthve can”ID 106). Frank continues to
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struggle with his reaction to place. He deceiviessklf into admiring his objectivity
about place and its emptiness; it is he who is gng@nying what place has and can
bestow upon him. The reader remembers when Fiays 4 love it here,” as well as his
epiphanies about place at the endings of the thweels. Frank’s three epiphanies
movingly belie the suggestion that Haddam is b&raeaning for Frank. The three
moments of the “all feeling” succor, nourish, ameigsh him, finally giving him the
“necessity” to live in solace and connectednesadddm makes him want to participate
in the community, to do more for others, and todmee more engaged and less alienated.
Frank contradicts himself in his remark, “A townuyased to live in signifies
something—possibly interesting—about you: what waue once” (LOL 13). This
insight that a previous residence means somethiagta person’s identity can only be
possible if place means or gives something. Wleerehisits Haddam after he has
moved to Sea Girt, he regrets that he feels unisexect by the place, even after denying
that place has the capacity to confer anything wpparson.

As the novel progresses, the evidence amply rewedlsFrank’s lessening
uncertainty about place and also his changes of,ivélaich end in an affirmation of the
intense impact that place has upon him. By theadnide trilogy, Frank accepts and
welcomes the fact that he identifies with his eoniment and that his environment
stimulates and comforts him. Welty writes, “Plaiten, has the most delicate control
over character too: by confining character, ifroes it” (122). This beautiful insight
about the way place “controls” character helps @xpFrank’s transformation. At first,
he does not feel “confined” by his place: he ttayvke dreams, he observes, and he

ponders. He feels undefined, because he iswtilimating on the best way to lead his
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life; only at the end does he accept that his ptfmes him and his destiny. Place does
have an impact on characters’ identities and acetin their feelings of belonging or
alienation. The alienation of the suburbs is catetkto rootlessness; a character like
Frank can transplant himself to a new place bytifieng with, reacting to, and

belonging in it, even though it is not his natiwd.s Frank even begins thinking about
where he might like to be buried, “since once yander far from your own soil, you
never know where your final resting plaogght be” (439).

Frank’s mature realization about place and his ession to its role and
importance in influencing and forming a charactetentity and destiny bring the
discourse back to Ford’s decisive interview witlinUI*‘Place means nothing,’ | wrote in
Independence Daye says with a rueful laugh.” In the end, Favdaedes that “he now
believes there must be some generative relatioighgbsome] interplay of character and
landscape.” Ford discovers, as he writes aboutk-that place is a fictional element of
significance in the narrator’s life in terms ofhmess, joy, sorrow, purpose, and
disappointment. Ford also finds the “seam of opm’i that was his stated intention
when he first set out to pay homage to New Jer8sythe end of the trilogy, even as
Ford once denied the impact of place, so he namithates its primacy; he starts out a

skeptic about the nature of place and, ironicdiihds it determinative after all.



CHAPTER THREE: JUNOT DIAZ
“Here is where | kissed my first girl.”

Through an examination of three works by JunotzDiés novelThe Brief,
Wondrous World of Oscar Wd@scan, and his two short-story collectiori3rown
(Drown) andThis Is How You Lose H@How), this chapter investigates the effect of dual
places, the Dominican Republic and New Jerseyhendentity and destiny of Yunior,
the narrator. It demonstrates that the impactaxdgon Yunior’s destiny entails his
determination to bear witness in his writing to ilgrants’ voices that have gone
unheard, “to sing my community out of silence” (ide. This chapter applies nine
narrative elements to Diaz’s craft in conveyingcptapoint of view, hereness, detalil,
neighborhood, home, language and literature, metaghvironment, and journey.

Junot Diaz’s main understanding of his world idiislity. Uprooted from his
first home in the Dominican Republic in 1974, hebeaced central New Jersey, “my
beloved second home” (Brand). He loves both platkesan’t imagine life without my
‘roots.” Without Santo Domingo, without New Jerségimply would not exist and it
means everything to me to keep them close to mst,itesspend . . . time in communion
with these places'Splash. He says, “My home country is really screwed pgjtically,
economically, socially, but I love the plac&dokBrowsg

Diaz recognizes that his two places, his two woertissh within him: “I have all
these kind of weird worlds and all these kind ofrdiéanguages, and when | write it's
the only place they come together” (Williams). iHeorporates into his writing his two

worlds, consisting of different languages and baakd distinct cultures and

122
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perspectives, to weave the various componentimeonhole. “I come from a super-
gangster neighborhood in Santo Domingo . . . re\wgup super-poor next to the largest
active landfill in the tri-state area” (Williams]lliterate in English when he arrived, he
scored well on tests and went to a school for dittieildren. He declares, “l am an
immigrant and | will stay an immigrant forever” (uman) and travels often to his
birthplace. As an airline passenger says to orteeotharacters on a trip “home” to
America, “Santo Domingo will always be there. Bsthere at the beginning and will be
there at the end'Tscar210).

Diaz explains his relationship with New Jersey.resl@e says people “live a mile
from the most important powerful metropolis in Gamporary imagination but belong to
the sector that is most ridiculed and ignored” (\fhs). The contempt, based on lack of
understanding, that some people hold for New Jassimiliar to him because no one in
his new world had ever heard of Santo Domingo. WNersey people are deeply
colonized,” by which he means they are vassalsavf Mork City or Philadelphia. “I
like New Jersey for what it is” (Williams). Growgrup, Diaz suffered a hard life in both
the Dominican Republic and in the “dystopic undéybaf New Jersey . ... We lived in
the designated low-income community zone on thgpery of the periphery,” he tells
Morales (120).

To express what it is like to live on the fringdaP says, “New Jersey is an
allegory for marginality” (Williams). Coming frorthis place, “no one would imagine |
would be writing. | was a pissed off kid of cotbinking people hate us. They all have
more than me” (Solomita). Living on the “peripherfythe periphery” represents

displacement and exclusion for Diaz and for YuniDfaz often has to defend New
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Jersey as a place, saying, “People think of NeweJeas ‘a place of transit, temporary—
an exit off the highway™ (Stewart). His remarlcedls the volume calledhat’s Your
Exit? A Literary Detour Through New 3&y, a collection of contemporary fiction,
poetry, and essays. The title is based on a jakeen someone says he lives in New
Jersey, the interlocutor asks, “Oh? What exitdazxcontinues, “The New Jersey | write
about isn’t hidden. It just isn’t the suburbs aswt the turnpike or the Garden State”
(Stewart). His sense of place and his settingsaeeific and recognizable; in fact, he
says, “His editors in Manhattan told him, ‘Makedt so New Jersey.” They said, ‘Make
it anywhere.” But it's not anywhere, he saidloVe this state. New Jersey for me is so
alive with history. It's old, dynamic, African-Amiean, Latino™ (Stewart). He retained
his image of the place intact and did not makectit@nges the editors suggested.

In an interview with Elizabeth Taylor, writer, adf and Pulitzer Prize juror, a
role Diaz assumed in 2010, he talks about his gpfdona as a migrant, his love for his
dual settings, and his acute, immediate sensesdltarnating places. “I have a very
powerful sense of place, but | have a very powesdumse of being a migrant, so it is both.
It seems like I'm always leaving my home. Thatstf the formula.” He continues, “I
love the Dominican Republic. | go back all thedim love New Jersey. | go back all
the time. But. .. when I close my eyes and sged) it's both the Dominican Republic
and New York City.” Diaz finds it “strange the waae create our sense of place, [it is]
very distributed” from all kinds of sources andfeiént people and cultures” (Neiman).
Diaz says place in his fiction has always beervargi-New Jersey and the Dominican
Republic and some New York City—so “from one pec$pe you could say that the

place in my work always comes first” (Messer).
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The following discussion isolates and explores milgenents in Diaz’s narrative
art for conveying “place.” First, place represgmt of view, perspective, and voice
for the writer: it is where he stands and whabhgerves. Hemingway’s objective was
to show “the precise relationship between whatave @d what he felt” (Baker 55).

Diaz chooses for his observer a young man abowg@sYunior de las Casas, who
immigrated with his mother and brother to New Jgmgben he was nine, rather than six,
like Diaz, and who shares many facets of Diaz'gtfaiphy. Both men were born in the
Dominican Republic, moved to New Jersey to reunith their fathers, lived near an
enormous landfill, attended Rutgers, had a brafiegnosed with cancer, and became a
writer and professor in Cambridge, Massachusé@&taz’s nickname within his family
and close friends is “Yunior.” Diaz’s mother’s nais “Virtudes;” Yunior's mother’s
name is “Virta”: both mean “virtue.”

When asked whether Yunior is his alter ego, Diamat always answers “yes.”
Richard Wolinksy notes, “Yunior vacillates . . ward the revelation that narrator and
author are not necessarily distinct.” In this exuye, Diaz denies that he and Yunior are
one; in other interviews, however, he embraces dfuas his alter ego: “Yunior is the
most productive alter ego I've ever created” (Bnaride is certainly an alter ego in
some ways” (Lopate); and “He’s my hypertonic ab#go” (Frangello). Diaz confirms his
genre is fiction, but he enjoys toying with thedeaabout his identity. “It's true | play
with autobiography, he says, but his work is ndbbiographical . . . . The same way a
memoir is also a kind of fiction” (Céspedes andréstSaillant). He continues, “No
matter how much I tell people who | am, that omigreases the tension of unknowability.

The suspicion will always remain: he must be lgdomething.” And he is hiding
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something. “People will want to fuse you to yowtion . . . . That is the beauty of
fiction. We have unreliable narrators” (Céspedas Borres-Saillant).

Most of Diaz’s stories are told in the present¢easd in the first person; Yunior
describes his own experiences in central New Jemnsdyin the case @scar, narrates
Oscar’s story partly from Yunior’s perspective asc@r’s best friend and much of it from
that of Oscar and his family members. In somédefstories, Diaz changes Yunior's
point of view to second person, “not imperativet epistolary, but rather a stand-in for
the first person: you for I: This is how | do {Peariman). Diaz uses the second person
as a way to achieve some distance from the reddeisays, “It's really an interesting
form because it allows for a certain cooling doyWolinsky). Critics agree in their
enthusiasm for Diaz’s “urgent, first-person voi¢&uthman) and his “profane, lyrical,
learned, and tireless” voice (Scott).

In his article on point of view in American fictipBen Railton compares the
narrators in Diaz'©scarand Roth’sAmerican Pastoral These narrators, Yunior de las
Casas and Nathan Zuckerman, are both novelists,‘eogage metatextually” (133) with
the books they are writing about their title chéees, and both know their characters
personally; in other words, Diaz’s Yunior has thens relationship with Oscar Cabral de
Ledn that Roth’s Nathan Zuckerman does with Seyrheuov (134). Both are
chronicling their characters’ dreams of their Aran lives in New Jersey. Yunior’s
metatextual prologue concentrates on the concdpkaf“the Curse and Doom of the
New World,” and describes his book about Oscarzefa or counterspell (142). Nathan
begins as first person narrator and later leavgm8er to tell much of his story.

Nathan’s objective is to write “a realistic chrdeicof Seymour, whom he sees as a
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representative of the American dream (143). Nadays Seymour’s was a “magical
name” in his Newark high school and later referkigo“mystique” (144). Each character
bonds with a mythological figure, Seymour to JohAppleseed, Oscar to a character
from DC Comics, as the novelist-narrators imagheertcharacters living within the
American dream.

Yunior’s voice is original, dazzling, moving, anliva. David Lodge would have
employed the terrakazto define Yunior’s voice and its provenance&kazs a rather
appealing Russian word (suggesting ‘jazz’ and 'scaed to designate a type of first-
person narration that has the characteristicseo$pioken rather than the written word”
(18). In this form, in which the narrator addresskenself as “I” and the reader as “you,”
as Yunior does, the narration comes across aswafcand colloquial. Two of Lodge’s
exemplars are Mark Twain’s Huck Finn and J.D. Smits Holden Caulfield. No reader
could forget reading the initial page DheCatcher in the Rya 1951 for the first time
and thrilling to the phrase “all that David Coppeld kind of crap.” Less daring, but still
new, was the period teenage slang with which Satiegdows Holden: “Strictly vy
League”; “Big Deal”; “phony” (19); Lodge’s discuss of sense of place reintroduces
the termskazwith his example from Martin Amis. In the nowdbney John Self, the
appositely named, egocentric narrator, uses adfisthng, orskaz in which the “key
trope” is hyperbole (58). In Los Angeles, Self gyarates, “The only way to get across
the road is to be born there,” sounding very miulat Yunior.

Humor is a critical element in Yunior's voice. Riases the term “hybrid” to
describe the category Birown, which is neither a novel nor a short story cditat “but

something a little more hybrid, a little more cieet” (BookBrowsg Yunior's narrative
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tone inOscarpresents an emotional hybrid, since he is funnyteagic at the same time.
He says the challenge for him@scarwas trying to comparardoz a science-fiction
fantasy film of 1974, to the dictatorship of Trlgil while referring to many other genres
and movements simultaneously. He says, “I wantearetive that could be [both] top-
level hilarious and top-level heartbreakin@opkBrowsg Diaz’s style and his
personality, recreated in Yunior, demand humoetzxt to a place that appears
intolerable. Diaz’s short story, “Monstro,” pulbled inThe New Yorkelis a science-
fiction tale about the appearance of a mysteriagssage on the Island of Hispaniola and
the way the self-centered, womanizing narratohaistyle akin to Yunior’s, goes about
confronting a national disaster; his colleague agpnes the crisis from the point of view
of financial gain. The story provides an examgl®@z’s sense of humor, using
irreverence and satire in an instance in which eatien might deem it inappropriate.

In a note at the end of her article on “Monstramparing it to Alejando
Brugués’s film,Juan the Dea@2011), Sara Armengot comments on the “specifjcall
Caribbean humor” of Brugués’s use of the Cublaoteoand Diaz’s adaptation of the
popular Dominican tradition known dar cuerda As the Cuban writer and dissident
Reinaldo Arenas demonstrates in his fiction, theteffective weapon against dictators
is mordant humor ochoteg Arenas’s humor applies to Cubans and Dominicéike.a
“A sense of humor is fundamental, it's one of tifésgve have; if we lose our smile, we
don’t have anything . . .. With humor you evokality in a more disrespectful manner
and therefore you can come closer to it withoutdiséancing effect that is typical of all

seriousness” (Soto 67). Through his sense of huexpressed in mockery, satire, and
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parody, Arenas is able to express his “anguishl@avel for his country (Soto 45),
echoing Diaz’s sentiments and ideas.

Second, place represents “here.” Place is a pllygisychological, and
emotional presence,; it is identity and immediabyThe TempesShakespeare
celebrates “hereness” in the discovery of the NewgrliVand “its palpable presence”
(Leo Marx 47). When Prospero’s shipwrecked parst &xplores the island, Gonzales
says, “Here is everything advantageous to life” (#6). An immigrant, catching a first
glimpse of the American coast, might utter suchdsorBill Moyers recognizes Diaz’s
immediacy in his prose and calls him “a spottethef future, a curator of the past, a man
very much of the here-and-now.” Diaz describesi¥itsvoice inDrown as possessing
“a rawness, an immediacy” (Frangello).

When Yunior immigrated to America at age nine gghatto near a landfill in
Parlin, his life was still “there” in his old homie felt no “hereness” in his new home in
New Jersey for a time. His ancestors and hisngagded in his first home, there in the
Dominican Republic; as a teenager, he begins tadtate memories of this new place,
here in New Jersey: “Everything that catches inhmgdlights, the stack of old tires,
signs, shacks, has a memory scratched onto ite’$iehere | shot my first pistol.

Here’s where we stashed our porn magazines. Hetedse | kissed my first girl”
(Drown 58).

In other examples of “hereness,” when Yunior's Reaves his family and comes
alone to America, a veteran migrant tries to cle@rwith hope for the future: “You get
your familia over here and buy yourself a nice leoaisd start branching out. That's the

American way” Prown 190). In the Dominican Republic, Yunior and hietber are
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very poor, do not have enough to eat, suffer wanmsially, can’t afford the fees for
school uniforms at the Mauricio Baez School, hawve pencil each, and confront rats in
the barrio. “The only way we could have been powas to live in the campo or to have
been Haitian immigrants” (70). Their mother woften- to twelve-hour shifts for
almost no money” (71). During summers, when thisit velatives in theampq they
say to the other children, “We’re not from aroureteh We can't drink the water” (15).
They don’t belong in that neighborhood. Back emNJersey, a woman migrant says,
“Most of people | know in the States have no friehére; they’'re crowded together in
apartments. Another woman tries not to think ahlkaand her children: ‘This is how
[she] survives here, how she keeps from losingtiad over her children. How in part
we all survive here’” flow 67).

Francine Prose recognizes the “hereness,” the qireseghe way Diaz’s writes:
“No one else has conveyed, with quite such immeglide experience of Dominican
Americans inhabiting two countries and two cultungthout feeling entirely at home in
either.” She uses the word “immediate” again,rlatehe review: Diaz describes
himself as being, “like his characters, still thé Who grew up in his New Jersey
neighborhood It seems important to him to establish that bisnection with the raw
material of his fiction is immediate, personal, alekply felt rather than distanced and
nostalgic.” For Diaz and Yunior, life is not iretipast; life is happening in the present,
here and now. José Antonio Burciaga knows abaertetness”; he is a poet of the border
region with Mexico. In his poem from “El Juan frddanjo,” Burciaga writesSabes
gue, ese [dude] / I'm a loco from the word go, / In therest sense of the wolato, /

From the Latin, / Loco citato, / The place citéd,know my placeese /| know my
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location, / My station Es aqui [Itis here!] (Morales 119). The poet knows piace,

by which he suggests the subordinate place in whecple perceive him as an alien, an
Other. For Dominicans, the new social climateassh, making the immigrants feel
foreign and like people from another planet.

Third, place is detailed and precise, not genariague. Dorothy Van Ghent
writes about fiction: “Thegeneral meaning of the scene is dependent whotip up
particularity or embodiment” (5). Jeffrey Browmmrarks thatOscar, a familiar tale
about an immigrant family, becomes “a very paraciind of family with a particular
history.” Diaz responds, “The universal springsrirtihe particular.” He refers tdoby
Dick, one of his favorite books: “the particularityigfthe specificity of it, is in some
ways what lends its power.” Diaz is specific ia precise portrayals of people and place,
its scenes and surroundings, and also in his depscof the mundane local landscape:
the dump, the roads, highways, routes, bus stoglts,ndiners, trailer parks, electronics
stores, and names thereof. Yunior pinpoints placéss life like the Crossroads, the bar
and restaurant in GarwooHd@w 3); the specific exit, 125, for South Amboy oféth
Garden State (34); the school bus route, 516 %);the Woodbridge mall (4). Yunior
relates that at one time Oscar has a putativeigimti whom he meets at a mall on
Edgewater Road, where Oscar buys his anime tagesiacha models and which “he
now considered part of their landscape, somethariglk their children about'@scar
48). These local details add color and meanirtheanilieu. Diaz’s novels are not
“exotic”; he renders “in detail and tone an Ameribat is more recognizable by the day”
(Villalon). Diaz portrays America as a countrywhich characters “have a foot in two

countries, in which familiarity with two cultures@d languages is common, in which
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working for a living and coming up short is the etdeality and pigeonholing people is
futile but still pervasive” (Villalon). Rather thaoversimplifying or compartmentalizing,
Diaz finds and conveys the characters’ specifititgir uniqgueness, and their humanity.
Oscar, overweight, shy, introverted, awkward witlisgand an incipient writer,
is not a prototypical Dominican male. His romamature yearns for girls though he is
unsuccessful in his pursuits. Yunior reports, t€&abn was girls the way Santo
Domingo was girls, and if that wasn’t enough fouya . then roll south and there’d be
Newark, Elizabeth, Jersey City, the Oranges, UGty . . . an urban swath known to
niggers everywhere as Negrapolis On@s¢ar26). When Oscar returns as a substitute
teacher to Don Bosco Tech, his school in Pateréonior reports the details of his
friend’s daily trial: “Every day he watched theot’ kids torture the crap out of the fat,
the ugly, the smart, the poor, the dark, the blduk,unpopular, the African, the Indian,
the Arab, the immigrant, the strange, the feminihe,gay—and in every one of these
clashes he saw himselfO6car264). Yunior depicts the sense of place, the @sun
smells, and sights, of the world of Latino immigiirchildren—*the strip malls of Route
9; the refrigerator with its embarrassing Governnofreese; the utility room with an oil-
splotched floor” (Stewart). Yunior, describing pagations for inviting a girl over,
advises his reader, “Clear the government cheese thne refrigerator . . . take down any
embarrassing photos of your family in the camppeemlly the one with the half-naked
kids dragging a goat on a rope leash . Drofvn 143). Before Oscar attends Rutgers
with Yunior, he lives with his mother and sistefHaterson, which was a magnet for

immigrant laborers coming to work in its factories.
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Several Latina writers who immigrated to New Jerdescribe in their fiction the
situation in Paterson. Patricia Engel is a chfl€olombian immigrants whom Diaz
salutes in his acknowledgments f@scar. In the story “Lucho” from the collectioviida,
Sabina says, “We were foreigners, spics, in a tofAdvlancos. There’s tons of Latinos in
New Jersey, but somehow we ended up in the one tioatronly kept them as maids”

(3). In Judith Ortiz Cofer'3he Line of the Suifior which she received a Pulitzer Prize
nomination in 1989, immigrants settle in El Builgjra Puerto Rican tenement. The
family fits into neither white nor Latino society.heir neighbors cook rice and beans,
recreating their lives on the Island, “except thate in Paterson, in the cold rooms stories
above the frozen ground, the smells and sounddastt avay of life could only be a
parody” (223). The themes in these two works—a@ispinent and insularity—are

familiar to the characters in Diaz’s fiction.

In an interview with Diégenes Céspedes and Sioads-Saillant, the latter
compliments Diaz’s use of details that evoke ptaceugh sense of touch. He says,
“Your handling of language strikes me as rathecse | have elsewhere noted the
plasticity of your text, its tangibility.” He coimues that Diaz’s language has the power
to “communicate emotions and states of mind thraxggitrete images and vivid scenes .
.. hot in ideas but in things.” He is quoting Wdin Carlos William’s epic poem
Paterson “Say it, not in ideas but in things— / nothingt Itiie blank faces / of the houses
/ and cylindrical trees / bent . . . .” When Disegan writing screenplays at Cornell, he
learned how to deal with “concrete images and egldres.” His latter expression
evokes the pebble-in-the-pond, ripples spreadinghr@mumeaning, which effect arises

from choosing the perfect detalil.
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The value of accumulating precise detail is closelynected with truth or
verisimilitude in the art of fiction writing. Withut intending to say that one genre is
better than another, Diaz believes human experisrsm® complex in its “real and strange
multidimensionality” that a novel captures the lirbetter than nonfiction. A writer can
create something that is entirely fictitious, ygtgroduces all sorts of knowledge and
insight that wouldn’t be accessible if it wasn’t this lie. In other words, this lie
produces a whole bunch of truths” (Williams). Isehagrees: “It is not down on any
map; true places never arégby Dick57). In Welty’'s cogent and elegant thoughts on
place in fiction, she explains what she means vdienwrites, “Fiction is a lie. Never in
its inside thoughts, always in its outside dre449). Through the evocation of place the
writer must make the reader believe the story: € World of appearance in the novel has
got toseemactuality” (121). She reaches her crescendo:e‘ffiloment the place in
which the novel happens is accepted as true, thrawgll begin to glow, in a kind of
recognizable glory, the feeling and thought thatisited the novel in the author’s head
and animated the whole of his work” (121).

Fourth, place is a neighborhood, an essentialgfdhte local landscape. Dorothy
Van Ghent, in an assessmenfdofam Bedgwrites that in fiction “the community can be
the protagonist” (177); this concept can be appieBarlin and its environs. The stories
in Drown, Diaz says, are “deeply about family, and whaiétns to be part of a
community” (Morales 121). The reader becomes famiith “the Dominican enclave
in New Jersey: its apartments, its generationafliots, its parties, its longing, its
stubborn hopefulness, its habits of ruinous inftgelnd promiscuity” (Pearlman).

Diaz’s craft lies in the supple and fluent way beweys his neighborhood, showing
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diverse readers a side of New Jersey he knowsdidsern deeply explored. He enables
“his gringo audience to spend time in neighborhabds in the past they might have
sped through, on their way somewhere else” (Praselis conversation with Moyers,
Diaz says, “We take great pride in our collectivity. . Listen, | come from this
community. In this community we have pride. Iistbommunity we try to help each
other.” He is talking about neighborhoods, comruactivism, and grassroots efforts,
when he says, “The biggest megaphones want t@kallit the person on top . . . there
are all these other little megaphones that aragellou and whispering that ‘This is
beauty, this is humanity, this is America.” Andvsetimes some of us have to listen to
those lower whispers.” For Diaz, novels are authéithey concern human experience,
particularly the attribute of compassion. “Yunias to write. In other words, to write a
fucking good book you don’t need lots of talent;atviiou need is more humanity . . . or
what we would call sympathy or compassion” (Fajsler
Yunior provides a vivid view of his neighborhoodrn the main boulevard in
Parlin, from which only a tiny wafer of ocean isiale. The housing projects are a
shambles, with many of the buildings unfinished kaking, in one of Yunior’s
compelling images, like ships of brick that have aground, and barely any grass grows:
From the top of Westminster, our main strip, youldesee the thinnest
sliver of ocean cresting the horizon to the edste ocean might have
made us feel better, considering what else thesetavaee. London
Terrace itself was a mess; half the buildings sgktded their wiring and

in the evening these structures sprawled aboushikes of brick that had
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run aground. Mud followed gravel everywhere areldghass, planted late
in the fall, poked out of the snow in dead tuftdofv 121)

Yunior, who plays truant, gambles, and sells dapsong other activities and
transgressions, magnifies another aspect of tighberhood. He and his friends are
youngsters who commit dangerous and irresponsdte kke starting fires; who
endanger their health with drugs; who waste theie tbecause they see no point to
anything; whose playground is the dump; and wheasenis’ lives are too overwhelmed
with reality, poverty, and worry to oversee therHere is the way they use their
neighborhood:

The corner’s where you smoke, eat, fuck, whereplay selo. Selo
games like you've never seen. | know brothers miage two, three
hundred a night on the dice . . .. We’re all urttie big streetlamps,
everyone’s the color of day-old piss . . .. Tlh#inder sits in the next
parking lot, crusty with mud but still a slamminde. I'm in no rush; |
take it out behind the apartment, onto the roatl#aals to the dump.
This was our spot when we were younger, where antest fires we
sometimes couldn’t keep down. Whole areas arobeddad are still
black. Drown57-58)

Army recruiters roam the neighborhood looking forgpects. Itis no
coincidence that the U.S. Army recruited Diaz'sheps into the military, both of whom
were deployed to Irag. Says Yunior, “I| keep an eyefor the recruiter who prowls our
neighborhood in his dark K-carDgown 100). Yunior, like Diaz, knows where the

library is. “Being truant . .. | watched a lot BY and when it got boring | trooped down
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to the mall or the Sayreville library, where yowlbwatch old documentaries for free. |
always came back to the neighborhood late, soukedMouldn’t pass me on Ernston and
nobody could yell ‘Asshole!” out the windowsD(own 102).

Oscar teaches at Don Bosco, his old school in &atewhere he used to live.
Had anything changed? Yunior asks rhetoricallyeghd, please,” Oscar answers
sarcastically. Yunior’'s vernacular typically comliterary or genre allusions:

Certainly the school struck Oscar as smaller now,the
older brothers all seemed to have acquired theniongh
‘look’ [H. P. Lovecraft's hybrid race] in the pafste years,
and there were a grip more kids of color—but sonnegs
(like white supremacy and people-of-color self-hatever
change: the same charge of gleeful sadism that he
remembered from his youth still electrified thelkalAnd if
he’d thought Don Bosco had been the moronic inf¢kfertin
Amis’s critique of America] when he was young—tigw
that he was teaching English and histoi@scar264)

Oscar experiences a different neighborhood wheralels with his mother one
summer to Santo Domingo. Yunior’s striking sensthe Dominican place is conveyed
through palpable sensations like the burning heatkin, the vegetative smell, the sound
of peddler’s purveying their wares, the Proustefienrence to the memorable taste of the
“madeleine,” the press of people, the noise oftfe&ken-down trucks, and the hustle

mixed with the languorous pace:
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The beat-you-down heat was the same, and so wésdined

tropical smell that he had never forgotten, thatito was

more evocative than any madeleine, and likewisathe

pollution and the thousands of motos and cars dapidated

trucks on the roads and the clusters of peddlezseaxty traffic

light . . . and people walking languidly with natgito shade

them from the sun . . .
A war scene intervenes. It is a battle for lif@gfvbuses looking like ambulances
carrying bodies, bombed-out buildings, starvatmmerty, devastation, and the harsh
alliteration of “crumbled crippled concrete”:

... and the buses that charged past so overftpwith

passengers that from the outside they looked likg tvere

making a rush delivery of spare limbs to some famwar and

the general ruination of so many of the buildingsf&anto

Domingo was the place that crumbled crippled cdecsbells

came to die—and the hunger on some of the kidgsacan’t

forget that . . . @scar273)

In one story, Yunior travels to the Island witfriand who is visiting his
girlfriend and his putative baby in a remote platenimaginable poverty: “Squatter
chawls where there are no roads, no lights, noingnwater, no grid, no anything, where
everybody’s slapdash house is on top of everyb&sb/s where it's all mud and shanties

and motos and grind and thin smiling motherfuclexsrywhere without end, like falling
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off the rim of civilization” How 203). The “rim of civilization” evokes Diaz’s diar
recurring image of immigrants’ surviving on the wishfringe, the “periphery of the
periphery” (Morales 120).

Back in New Jersey, Yunior’s neighborhood inevyathanges as the fortunes of
the residents change. From the Laundromat at thiennall on Ernston Road, Yunior
and a friend walk back “through the old neighborhcglowed down by the bulk of our
clothes. London Terrace has changed now thaatidill has shut down. Kicked-up
rents and mad South Asian people and whitefolksdiin the apartments, but it's our
kids you see in the streets and hanging from thehgs” How 42). Prices are going up.
“The Banglas and the Pakistanis are moving in.fe years later, his mother moves
too, up to the Bergenline in Union Citgw 171).

Fifth, place is a house, an apartment, or Sectipalic housing, known as the
projects. Itis home. For some immigrants, movnogn one milieu to another “is a
displacement from one place, home, to another plamae, in which one feels at home
in both places, yet at home in neither place” (Mes&). For Yunior and for Oscar, both
New Jersey and the Dominican Republic are homeer Aaf snowfall in New Jersey,
Yunior reports, “That night | dreamed of home, tatd never left . . . . Learning to
sleep in new places was an ability you were supptséose as you grew older, but |
never had it. The building was only now settlingpiitself; the tight magic of the just-
hammered-in nail was finally relaxingHpw 135). The “tight magic” of the new nall
slowly “relaxing” and expanding in its place in thew lumber is an idiosyncratic image
of the building’s interior construction making ilsat home, just as Yunior tries to

become acclimated to a new and unreal setting.
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Immigrants ask themselves where, or what, is howWhile Oscar is in the
Dominican Republic, he refuses “to succumb to wiasper that all immigrants carry
inside themselves, the whisper that s&mj do not belayi’ (Oscar 276). When the
Dominican officials torture Oscar, the shock ofrpsihoots him back home in his
imagination to New Jersey. He feels as thougtstialling straight for Route 18 in New
Brunswick, his other home. This is the place wherghis sister Lola, and his best
friend, Yunior, travel frequently on the E Bus oar@mercial Avenue, from which they
could see the lights of Route 18. After Oscarsitssupon returning to the Dominican
Republic, Ybén, the woman he loves, is nervousisisafety and begs him to go hame
She sends him a letter: “I don’t want you to epchurt or dead. Go home.” He
responds, “But beautiful girl, above all beautidirls, this is my home.” She answers,
“Your real home, mi amor?” “A person can’'t haveo® he asks@scar318). This
poignant and piquant question underlies Diaz’s m@dn on the effects of immigration.

For most people, owning a house symbolizes the AaeiDream. The intense
belief for Dominicans is that “To own a house irstbountry is to begin to live How
69). In one story, the housing market is striatétl racism and ethnic tension. “Few
people will sell to us,” says one disheartened attar (63); the only houses available to
Hispanics are in terrible condition. The womemiother story have come to New
Jersey alone and can barely survive, because theseparated from and miss their
children. They compare their condition to “sleefkees” (68). Many of these women
do not survive: they “have moved on or gone ho(i&), to the other home. One of the

narrator’'s workmates is unhappy; she assumes theawanisses her son or the father,
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“Or our whole country, which you never think of uiiifs gone, which you never love
until you are no longer there” (6). The Dominidaepublic will always be there.

Sixth, place is language. When Diaz arrived in Newsey at age six, he spoke
no English. While Diaz speaks English well nows ihot natural for him. He says
“learning English is such a violent experienceddid” (Celayo and Shook). One of the
difficulties of learning English is that, “When yauwe an immigrant,” he says, “you
wonder all the time about whether you are makingstake or misusing an idiom or
something like that” (Williams). In any analysis@iaz’s work, the first characteristic
generally seized upon by the critics is the bnlljanulti-ethnic, hilarious, and original
language Diaz creates for Yunior to employ. Thebattes affixed to his language form
a lengthy list: Spanish; English; Spanglish; argetnacular; idiom; hip-hop; skaz;
urban slang; Dominican slang; vulgarity; profanayd journalism. Kakutani refers to
“flash words,” “razzle-dazzle talk,” and “magpientpuage” (“Travails”). Allusions
abound in his language to the science-fiction amdic-book popular culture. Diaz
explains, “l was trying to see how far | could pu&iglish to the edge of disintegration,
but still be, for the large part, entirely cohefdi@elayo and Shook). The novelist
Francisco Goldman calls Diaz’s language “a revafatine very soul of a new identity.
It is Diaz’s own, but also that of a new kind off#&rican’ (Bures).

Ed Morales examines the meaning of Spanglish amavdly Yunior uses it to
convey place: “Spanglish can’'t escape the idesewof space, of movement, just as the
literal cognate of translateasladar, in Spanish, means to move to a new place” (119).
He finds “Spanglish” a more useful term than “Latito express what constitutes a

mixed-race culture. “Spanglish is a feeling, aitwde that is quintessentially American”
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(11). Atthe root of the phenomenon of Spanglssh universal state of being, which is
connected to being displaced, having two home$inteat home in both places, “yet at
home in neither place” (7). Latinos in the Uniteichites are descended from a large group
of mixed-race people and positioned to be “prinfagponents of multiracial America’s
future” (9). Diaz is a leader in the literaturetlns movement. Morales sees in Diaz’s
career the “assimilation/return to the roots exgree” that is replicated in many Spanish
arts careers (56); that is, Latino/a artists astakating into the American culture and
making use of their home cultures as well.

Some critics note Diaz’s use of “code-switchintp& practice of alternating
between two or more vernaculars in conversationglvban be “an expansion of
communicative and expressive potential” (113); Nesdelieves, however, that the most
striking feature of Diaz’s language is not only eevitching but his measured use of
Spanglish: “a direct, unapologetic injection o&8jsh into an English narrative” (119).
Diaz possesses “a riveting conversational voiceishaot afraid to drop hip-hop,
Spanish, or old school New Yorkese” (120). Diazswabnost assimilated in middle
school in New Jersey, but resisted it enough t@aectit‘a voice that combines Spanglish
urban dialect with Caribbean tin shack realism™Q(12

Diaz says his writing is taken “directly from th@minican experience, which is
simply an extension of the larger African diaspdidbrales 120). He lived in a low-
income corner of Parlin, New Jersey, but was btisé€kkridge, an elite elementary
school in Old Bridge, which probably allowed Diazkeep his own voice. Diaz has
wide appeal, with many different categories of exad he has drawn an unusual

audience, “a bizarre meeting point betwé&kw Yorkemgentility and ghetto poetics”
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(122). His way of describing the bleak periphevaktence of suburban people of color
is “groundbreaking” (122). Using all the toolshéd disposal, Diaz successfully transmits
and illuminates his place in New Jersey. Pointingthat Diaz’s characters are almost
entirely drawn from the lower classes, Morales waysdvhether publishers consider
these characters “more authentic.” Diaz says bes#s characters from the “lower
classes” because those are the people in hisiderahis place, the people for whom it is
natural to speak a mélange of English, SpanistaruEnglish, nerdish, and a couple of
other idioms; without these, their lives would leguthentic. We do not live in a
monolingual world and neither do my characte&plash. He does not translate his
Spanish words for the reader because he is nattavéninformant.” He is not dictating
to the reader, like a first-grade teacher, “ThiB@ninican for food. This is a Spanish
word. | trust my readers, even the non-Spanisis’ofgtewart).

Diaz’s language “exchanged the standard dictidnaglitional fiction for the
flashier, jazzier location of the urban barrio,wjtist enough Spanish to convey the
flavor and rhythm of a hybrid language and withimysstifying or excluding English-
speaking readers” (Prose). Diaz’s choice of agraph by Gustavo Perez Firmat for
Drown expresses the way Diaz feels about writing andképgén English. “The fact
that | / am writing to you / in English / alreadidifies what | / wanted to tell you. / My
subject: / how to explain to you that | / don’t g in English / although | belong
nowhere else.” David Gates says about the quaotdfitnat’'s as good a history of
American literature as you're apt to find in tenrd®” Firmat's ambivalence exhibits

once again the two-worlds, two-places syndromeiaz3 writing. For him, “every
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word involves a choice between past and presantpoand barriomercadoand mall”
(Prose).

Another way to speak, to use language to convegepla through the medium of
silence. Willa Cather describes silen¢@/hatever is felt upon the page without being
specifically named there . . . the inexplicablesprece of the thing not named, of the
overtone divined by the ear but not heard by it (On Writing41). Diaz’s motives for
using silence are emotional, political, and cultur&find in the culture silences, places
people don’t want to talk, and | build on them.’® Ebntinues, “What we have gotten in
lieu of conversation is mostly silence, a terribtgrosive silence” (Moyers). He wants to
help readers probe the silent spaces and lookéomieaning in their dual lives. This use
of silence is the subject of an article by Kriddgleman et al., which the authors call the
“reading between the lines” of Diaz’s work. Diallg them, “The most important things
are the things | don’t say” (3). He challengesieza to look beyond stereotypes, to
examine their own “framing devices in order .0 consider the possibility beyond those
frames” (5). He wants them to question whethebalininican men are macho, for
example, or all white boys science-fiction fanati€, putting it another way, “Diaz
silently challenges the categories people assogmatevith. Are you cool? Or are you a
nerd?” (7).

For a mute, emotional effect on a character, Déuiads the image of the burn
scar on Oscar’s mother’s body, “as vast and indab#®as a sea'Uscar51). Caused
by terrible abuse, the disfigurement offers a siteminder of the “pain and loss that any
immigrant, either of African or Dominican descems to go through” (Peleman 6).

From his political point of view, Diaz is illustiag the fear and resulting silence that
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surrounds a dictatorship: “The regime did notvalbmything to be written about the
dictator or the dictatorship” (Peleman 9). Diaaltdnges his readers to look for and fill
in silences about places and events where theyraxer ventured: “as writers we're
seeking absences, we're seeking silences, we’t@ngegpaces that people haven't
entered” (Wolinksy). He believes the reader hassdmsibility to interpret the silence,
“the things that the characters don't say, the dpgbween people’s sentences, the ellipses
between what we feel, what we see, and what wegreze’ (Lewis). He chooses not to
use quotation marks for dialogue because some @iantkat the characters say can be
imagined rather than spoken: “the way memory warksy stories has everything to do
with why there could easily be confusion betweengpoken word and the imagined
word” (Lewis). In these cases, Diaz is not intexésn whether the character says the
words or thinks them; the reader will hear themveany.

Diaz’s passion for science fiction and its relevatwhis language relates to his
discussion about silence with Edwidge Danticat,Haéian-American writer and critic.
He explains, “so much of our experience as CaribliEasporic peoples . . . exists in
silence.” He grew up “bookish and smart” in a podyan community in central New
Jersey: “Time-travel made sense to me becausestsando | explain how | got from
Villa Juana, from latrines and no lights, to Parhid, to MTV and a car in every parking
space?” Science fiction offers a meaningful anglogcause his “community has been a
victim of a long-term breeding project . . . thaiswone component of slavery; we were
systematically bred for hundreds of years.” Thy@¢ has attracted science fiction

writers since its inception; he gives the example.oG. Wells'sThe Island of Doctor
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Moreau He knows that a silence exists: “In mainstréiganary fiction nobody’s really
talking about breeding experiments.”

As a genre nerd, Diaz loves Jack Kirbytse Watcherabout a fictional
extraterrestrial race; his favorite villain is Daekd, who played many roles in DC
Comics, including acting as the archenemy of SuparnDarkseid’s main power is the
Omega Effect; he can vaporize a person until hesé®to resurrect him: “Now if that's
not a basic dictator power | don’t know what is¥ys Diaz. Danticat responds, “I think
dictators want to silence writers because they wabe the only ones speaking.” Diaz
observes that Trujillo’s real writing was “done e flesh and psyches of the Dominican
people.” This image resonates with a piercing emftidafka’s “The Penal Colony,” in
which the execution device gouges out the conderprisdner’s sentence upon his
naked flesh. Diaz knows the “emptiness and silamckabstinence in the historical
record of the Caribbean” (Neiman). The fear petplé of speaking shaped his distrust
of politeness, “a form of silencing” (Williams).

Danticat wonders whether there is any backlash frotics or readers over
Diaz’s profuse use of the “N-word.” He responda the sees a clear distinction between
“representing” a word and “endorsing” it. He s®@minicans are “perpetually singled
out whenever there’s a discussion of self-hatretldack denial” and argues that those
sentiments are inaccurate: Dominicans have theekigate among people of color of
identifying themselves as “of African descent.”aBs profanity does not appear to be a
problem to most critics. In passing press intevgieDiaz often speaks colloquially and,

sometimes, profanely; in his intellectual, thoughtand serious exchange with, for
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example, his fellow-Dominicans Céspedes and TdBaahant, his responses are
unfailingly elevated and formal.

In an article about “textual territory and narratipower,” Richard Patteson draws
a metaphorical comparison between language an@ spaplace, and the power of the
“single voice.” InOscar, for example, Yunior's narration both challenged axercises
authority: “the act of telling is itself an exeseiof power” (5). Diaz explores “the
writer’s ability to exercise power over the spaeecbmmands through his narration.”
Patteson explains that the Spardsidr, to tell, and the English and Spanish words for
“dictator” share the same Latin root. Yunior ce=aa “textual space”—Dominican and
American—in which he combines English, Spanisteettslang, “fanboy jargon, and the
jargon of the academy” (7). When Yunior addreskegeader, “Negro [or the more
extreme form], please—this ain’t a fucking comi@kl” he shows he is in control.
Patteson also discusses “the silences and thertdaskmposed by colonial authority”;
Yunior often refers to the “blank pages in the drigtof a society, a family, or an
individual” (15). For Yunior, “the text represengnong other things, life; the book he
writes is an effort to fill the blank left by Os¢adeath” (16). Diaz is fully aware of how
many stories about the power of place are leftldntos goal as a writer is to fill in some
of these spaces and represent some of these voices.

Seventh, place is a metaphor. One overriding rhetaip Diaz’s fiction is the
comparison of an immigrant to an alien, an Otheg who does not belong. Diaz also
uses “prepackaged metaphors” to communicate whiatpessible to express. In the case
of Trujillo, for example, a contemporary readermatreally grasp what a dictator like

Trujillo meant to his victims—what it was like fone person to have “such extreme
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power” (Ali). Thus, when Yunior calls Trujillo agsiron, he compares him to the
tyrannical antagonist in Tolkein'Bhe Lord of the Ringsilogy. Yunior compares living
in Santo Domingo during the Truijillato to “beingtimat famous Twilight Zone episode . .
. where the monstrous white kid with the godlikevpcs rules over a town that is
completely isolated from the rest of the world”.(Osca 224). The “prepackaged
metaphor” allows the reader to comprehend the eiypthrough the comparison (Ali).

Aside from genre fiction, the imagery in Diaz'sdaiage, is rich, poetic, and
evocative of the grim nature of the local landscape its effect on the characters. His
own neighborhood is “sickly,” colorless,” and “otld*The dump has long since shut
down, and grass has spread over it like a sickdy,fand from where | stand, my right
hand directing a colorless stream of piss downwitel|andfill might be the top of a
blond head, square and oldrown 99). In another scene, Yunior and his girlfriemd
out for a walk in which discarded glass bottles dwte the view: “We head down a
road for utility vehicles, where beer bottles gromt of the weeds like squasheBréwn
60). The winter weather, hard to endure for afoom the Tropics, brings punishing,
filthy frigidity: “The cold clamped down on my hedike a slab of wet dirt.” He and a
friend drive to Perth Amboy, where nature is caid aninteresting: “The cattails on the
banks of the Raritan were stiff and the color afdsgHow 127). In a dismal description
of Santo Domingo, amongst the “battered cars, #teefed motorcycles, the battered
trucks, and battered buses,” he does catch a ghioipthe sea, “like shredded silver”
(Oscar9).

Diaz’s imagery about place and its effect upon humasery is powerful and

distinctive. One migrant woman who has come bgéléto New Jersey says, “l was so
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alone that every day was like eating my own heg@ttw 55). Yunior exhibits

tenderness as he watches his overworked Mamideadigheep: “Her eyelids tremble, a
quiet semaphore’Qrown 107). A woman who works in the hospital laundegds the
bloody marks on the sheets like tea leaves: “Eneee the sick; they visit me through
the stains and marks they leave on the sheetajghabet of the sick and dying4éw
54-55). When Yunior sees a letter from a girl hesloved and betrayed, “Magda’s
handwriting still blasted every molecule of air @fitmy lungs” How 25). His brother
Rafa’s dying of cancer was an impassable roadyrig tark patch of life like a mile of
black ice waiting for me up ahead4dw 38). In his apartment in New Brunswick, which
he shares with his boys, he listens to the ambatatear down his street. He could hear
from his window the trains from Princeton Junctibraking . . . a gnash just south of my
heart” How 86), as though the trains were grinding theirlteetrage. The brothers try
to help their Mami learn English, experimentingiwithe way the foreign words
reverberate. “Just tell me, she said, and whenraeqguinced the words slowly, forming
huge, lazy soap bubbles of sound, she never caydlicdte them” How 124).

Besides language, place is literature, intertektyand allusion. The fount for
literature is a library. Before Diaz came to Neasséy, he had never seen or been in a
library. The librarian at Madison Park Grammar &dlspeaks no Spanish, but she
makes it clear to this illiterate little boy that bould take out any book he wanted. The
first book he pulls out was a child’s version dlaerlock Holmes story and “I never
looked back” (Moyers). As an immigrant child, seboth stunned and inordinately
proud of this opportunity in his American experiero learn: “This is part of our civic

resources. This belongs to all of us” (Moyersk a&child at the New Brunswick Free
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Public Library, he finds books about inner-cityegtts and barrios: “I'd be so many times
sitting here chilling” (Stewart). He is a readerh the very beginning, though this
pastime is not a part of the popular culture. ‘icas a kid, when it was definitely not
cool to read, he was a hybrid: hanging out withbhuddies but also frequenting the New
Brunswick Public Library and devouring books” (Guithn). Diaz says, “Reading was a
form of consolation for a Dominican immigrant kadway to approach language in the
quiet of my own head without people ridiculing mfiReading was something that spoke
to a deep part of meSplash. He says that a part of him is still wonderirgphit was
that a Dominican kid like him left his island arahte to New Jersey. He attributes some
of his dependence on reading to his search foaniseers to his questions about who he
is and what New Jersey is. Perhaps “books woul@dnly explain this new place but
would explain me” (Barnet). He acknowledges thi¢, Oscar, he also loved to read
science fiction, fantasy, horror, and pulps. Regadvas “my escape from my father and
my neighborhood”BookBrowsg

At Rutgers, Diaz discovers “a totally differentnabof literature with the power
to transform lives . . . to intervene in larger stiens of society” (Wolinsky). Some of
the most important writers for him at that time &@&ioni Morrison, Sandra Cisneros,
Leslie Marmon Silko, Maxine Hong Kingston, and Wth Gibson—an admirable
rainbow coalition. Classical literary allusions,waell as genre references, suffuse his
fiction. While Diaz is at Rutgers, he takes a<las James Joyce, which suggests
Ulyssesas one of the models for his abundant use oftexerality. In his interview with
Brown, Diaz says the title dthe Brief Wondrous Life of Oscar Wpays homage to

Hemingway (“The Short Happy Life of Francis Maconihand to the poet, “['Wao’] is
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a mishearing of ‘Oscar Wilde.” He salutes “Bayethe Scrivener” by describing his
recalcitrant girlfriend: “A lot of time she Barblgs me, says no, I'd rather notigw 7).
His frame of reference is extravagant.dscar, to cite only a fraction of his allusions, he
refers to both Caliban and his mother, Sycoraxy ogtsiders also from an island; “a
terrible beauty is born,” recalling another revaat(Yeats 91); and, again, Melville,
“Wonder ye then at the fiery hunt?, a mad man, @man in this case, going after his
prey” (Moby Dick95). Several critics point out the echo of the lime of Conrad’s
Heart of Darkness‘The horror!” in Oscar’s final words, “The bealityCéspsedes).

Diaz is an unreserved fan of Melvillé&oby Dick. He describes with glee the
multiethnic nature oThe Pequod “In Captain Ahab’s whaling crew, men of evergea
are thrown together in pursuit of the elusive drelmythical.” Diaz sees this as a
parable of America then and now. “I didn’t expigdb be so contemporary” (Moyers).
“I had grown up in a place called London TerracewNersey, where the guy down the
street was Uruguayan, the woman across the steseKarean, the person around the
corner was Egyptian. There were Dominicans. Thene African Americans. There
were white folks. And I felt like we were growing in this tiny littlePequod. . . this
real diverse kind of ship.” He delights in Meleil§ vision and foresight: “At a
metaphorical level, he’s describing in many waysstupendous diversity of the
American character. And sort of how we live togetlihow we work together, and how
like a ship a nation must have a common purpose&ygvs).

Several critics note resemblances in Diaz’s fictm Philip Roth’s—the mixture
of gentleness and profanity; the similarity of fiperson narrator-novelists; the stories

linked by the same narrator; the challenge of tdeission; and the game of disguising
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the identity of the narrator. “More than half thestories . . . are virtuosic, command
performances that mine the deceptive, lovelornteedmen with the blend of
tenderness, comedy, and vulgarity of early PhilgphR (Daley). The relationship of
Diaz’s Yunior to Oscar is comparable to that offiRoNathan to Seymour (Railton).
“Diaz is surely picking up the pieces of Yuniorifeland converting them into a multi-
volume tale not unlike Philip Roth’s Nathan Zuckami (Barrios). “As a writer
describing oppression and ethnic tension, his vatigns with Zora Neal Hurston, Toni
Morrison, and Philip Roth” (Finn). Philip M. Stegis calls his review @ddscar,
“Goodbye, Columbus,” recalling the explorer, thessenger of Curse and Doom, as well
as Roth’s title. Diaz himself attributes one of téchniques to an influence from Philip
Roth. “There is a game he played with readersishabndrous, man [the game of who
the narrator is] . .. . He’s a Jersey boy—a bag b very bad boy. But with an
astonishing commitment to the fucking craft” (Kaahk

The most significant genre for Diaz while growing as well as in writing his
stories, remains science fiction. Coming from ZAOThird World country to New
Jersey was like traveling in a time machine (Wdly)s Oscar’s love of the genre came
from “abruptly wrenchingly relocating to New Jerseg single green card shifting not
only worlds (Third to First) but centuries (fromradst no TV or electricity to plenty of
both” (Oscar21-22). Oscar reads a lot of science fiction—avstlike Lovecraft, Wells,
and Asimov—and is obsessed with anime and mangandae animation and comics.
Diaz had end-of-the-world visions growing up in Beagan years, in which everyone,
especially children, feared a nuclear blast. ‘dsw985. You were sixteen years old and

.. . like totally utterly convinced—that the wonl¢hs going to blow itself to pieces”
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(How 151). New Jersey “was in the third ring of the @amtric rings of destruction”
(Bures). As he was growing up, he developed anve@ning interest in “apocalyptic
narrative,” as illustrated by his story, “Monstr@afiout a dystopian occurrence on the
Island of Haiti.

The science fiction component for the unconventifindon Diaz is producing is
a key ingredient to his success and acceptabdgity ariter: when writing about the
Dominican Diasporic experience, “to hew too clogelyhe canonical ideal of what
literature is would limit you.” He believes thdten the only way to describe his life,
“the ‘surreality’ and ‘irreality’ of some of the itngs that people like myself have
experienced—is through lenses like science fictii@wis). He says when a reader is
transported to a place like central New Jerse farrative that would logically be most
useful would be not only space travel—travelinghesn two planets—but time travel . .
. being a person of color, being a third world pergaveling between the third world
and the first world. And even the terms ‘first Wabiand ‘third world’ already intimate
science fictive travel between planets” (Lewis)iaDfinds third world people the
innovators: “They’re the people who really justate other exemplars, other lines of
being that don’t describe some of the Western bitli§Lewis). He is disappointed by
the way writers of color often do nothing more tipe@nform “their ‘otherness™ (Lewis).
In his own work, he is trying to change that attéwf focusing only on their differences.

Despite Diaz’s fascination for genre fiction, likeence fiction, horror, and
fantasy, critics received his work almost from &t as mainstream and literary fiction.
In an article about literary space and genres,iBd &pplies digital humanities (DH)—

the practice of humanities research in and throofgitmation technology—to Diaz’s
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work. Finn says Diaz uses “tropical magic realipomk-rock feminism, hip-hop
machismo, post-postmodern pyrotechnics, and .ulticulturalism.” Diaz asks his
reader to traverse a “middle ground where Cariblhestory, language politics, and the
class and ethnic tensions of immigration collidéwihe nerdy core of the mainstream
imagination.” Network analysis of professional kaeviews and commercial
consumption, such as the mechanism, “customersbebght this item also bought,”
allow DH to explore the “emerging space of cultudistinction for a particular author’s
work at a particular time.” Diaz “did not take @cé in his identity as a Dominican
American, but instead, in his own words, becameeia, watching all those bad science
fiction movies and reading cartoons.™

In Finn’s analysis of Diaz’s place—his professiorsalk—in literature, Diaz’s
books start out in the context of “mainstream comuiaésuccess.” Next, he becomes a
“literary gateway” between “Hispanic & Latin Ameaic Fiction” and “a distinct canon
of mainstream prize-winners.” Then he enters thailhstream American canon” and “a
clearly demarcated space of literary study.” Th#re teeters between ‘ethnic studies’
and mainstream canonicity.” Finally, says Finnel&brated for his innovative style, his
nerd credentials, and his esoteric references, Bistill defined primarily by genre in the
market,” the genre being “the nerdy immigrationrative.” He is a writer of literary
fiction, yet he is firmly linked to popular cultyreith films such astar Warsand books
like The Lord of the RingsThus Diaz’s “cultural territory,” his place, bgs together the
“political, cultural discourse of Latin America atitk innovative energy of the best
contemporary (white, male) American authors hat interprets them according to the

logic of an ironic nerd discourse.” His spaceha spectrum reflects his professional
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place; he sees himself as a part of multiple i@kt “I'm part of the mainstream
American literary tradition. I'm part of the Latrliterary tradition. There’s also the oral

tradition” (Finn).

Critics—and publishers—now recognize his work ia thainstream and literary-
fiction category. He jokes, “They’re so happy taim me as literature because it makes
them all look better” (Céspedes and Torres-SalllaDiaz becomes testy when
BookBrowseasks him if he think®©scarmight seem too narrow to appeal to non-Latino
readers; he responds sarcastically, “How do yoagghthis question for more
‘mainstream’ writers—‘Do you think your whitenessdayour white subject matter will
limit your appeal”? His response shows his sévigjtto the question and his political
resolve to work on behalf of writers of color. Big@sponds similarly when Wajahat Ali,
the Pakistani Muslim American playwright and criiiequires whether his stories are
only for ethnic audiences and might be difficult fonainstream audiences.” Diaz
expresses himself forcefully about people’s stdlisting the “Western Canon must be
White and English.” He has learned that “whitersapacy” is never satisfied but always
wants to make a story “whiter,” particularly innfis (Ali). To this point, in March 2014,

a lead article in thdlew York TimeBook Review reveals the comparatively tiny number
of children’s books written about people of colbtyers).

Eighth, place in postindustrial New Jersey is smnent; in this case, a degraded
one with a toxic atmosphere. In several cynicahgmnts, Yunior warns his reader what
to expect of the New Jersey landscape. “Winter sediting his pale miserable ass across
New Jersey’Qscar33). He continues, “The skies will be magnificeRbllutants have

made Jersey sunsets one of the wonders of the'W@tdwn 147). Going back to
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Paterson, Oscar and a friend return by the Elizabeit, “which is what New Jersey is
really known for, industrial waste on both sides of tinapike” (Oscar39). The
experience of living near a landfill, which arisesnany stories, is emblematic of
Yunior’s youth, making a lasting imprint on his rdety in terms of feeling displaced and
rejected. For Yunior and his older brother, Patipresents a hostile environment: “The
world was ice and the ice burned with sunlight’3L3The two boys have never lived in
a cold climate; they do not speak English; theg Inear a dump. When the dump trucks
arrive, the landfill is smelly from the rotting less of garbage, noisy from the bulldozers
and the thousands of crying birds, and inhospitatbeyery respect:

Each day the trucks would roll into our neighborth@ath the garbage.

The landfill stood two miles out, but the mecharo€¢he winter air

conducted its sounds and odors to us undilutedeWWe opened a

window we could hear and smell the bulldozers shrepthe garbage out

in thick, putrid layers across the tops of the fdhdWe could see the

gulls attending the mound, thousands of them, vingelHow 134)

Diaz speaks to a classroom of students abouglivim neighborhood that was
primarily African-American and Puerto Rican, witb more than twenty Dominican
families. London Terrace Apartments was situaa one of the largest chemical
dumpsites in the country. “Coming from this plaeone would imagine | would be
writing. | was a pissed-off kid of color thinkinpgeople hate us. They all have more than
me” (Solomita). He might have told the young studeabout his friend who “had this
phony-as-hell English accent. It was the way Wevate back then. None of us wanted

to be niggers. Not for nothingHpw 39); or about the way he spent his time when he
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was their age: “l was out of school most of timeetiand had no friends and | sat inside

and watched Univision or walked down to the dumg simoked the mota | should have
been selling until | couldn’t seeHpw 39); or how he makes fun of himself: a girlfriend
paints him with his “I-had-a-lousy-Third-World-cbhood” look How 45).

Yunior obsesses about his environment: “At the @fritie month the bulldozers
capped the landfill with a head of soft, blind dand the evicted gulls flocked over the
development, shitting and fussing, until the fothe new garbage was brought in”
(How 136). From the window, Yunior sees white childptaying outside their
apartment. “In less than a year they would be gdgklethe white people would be. All
that would left would be us colored folkd¢w 137-38). Yunior and his brother “went
down to the edge of the apartments and looked wertthe landfill, a misshapen,
shadowy mound that abutted the Raritan. Rubbisk burned all over it like sores and
the dump trucks and bulldozers slept quietly anenently at its base’How 138). The
dump trucks kneel down in worship to the idol af tandfill. The dump “smelled like
something the river had tossed out from its flsomething moist and heavingd¢w
145). The “something” recalls his image of the suanheat, which is “like something
heavy that had come inside to di®r¢wn 92). In both instances, some offensive,
dangerous presence is loitering outside, tryinignich a way in, like the wild black animal
roaming outside the white South African suburbBladine Gordimer'Something Out
There The metaphorical “something” is the black Afriganresence, the Other; the
displaced Dominican immigrants are treated as ttheiQthe “something out there.”

James Acquavella exposes the truth about landfildew Jersey, although he

reports some agencies still deny any such fadlgasted. Before the 1960s, people
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thought wetlands were useless except for dumpinigage, which is devastating for
people who live near the sites as well as for ttesgstems they harbor. Leachate, a
liquid material that escapes the boundaries ofahéfill and enters the environment of
surrounding areas, can potentially contaminateasull groundwater supplies. Southwest
of the landfill sites is Cheesquake State Parkwstgpthat London Terrace apartment
complex in Parlin was in the “superfund” site ar&bout 50,000 people live in the area,
with about 5,000 residents, the Diaz family amdragt, within a mile’s radius of the
site. According to Acquavella, the aquifers, whigbvide most of the drinking water for
Old Bridge, Sayreville, and surrounding areas,mear the landfill site. In the 1980s,
studies of the effect on human and natural lifeaded that one bulldozer operator
testified burying drums filled with hazardous walsyethe truckload. In summer,
unaware of the danger, Yunior “and my pathetitelitrew hiked over to Morgan Creek
and swam around in water stinking of leachate ftoenlandfill” (How 35).

Stories of living on the periphery like this arenifiar to Yunior and his
community. For the immigrants who come to New &gmsithout their families, the
loneliness and poverty of the place are ineffabéhen the woman who will become
Oscar’s mother leaves the Dominican Republic daesix, she cannot know “the
heartbreaking drudgery of the factories, the lovesds of Diaspora, that she will never
again live in Santo Domingo, her own heaf@s¢ar165). The conditions are crowded
and terrible: “Unlocked doors and Dorito crumbgytme an unflushed toilet. Always
puke, in a closet or on a wallDfown 55). One woman stays with another who left her
own children back on the Island: “She understamaist has to be sacrificed on a

voyage” How 54). His brother Rafa’s girlfriend lives in a erded one-room apartment
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with four younger siblings and a disabled moth#oW 151). Living conditions are so
tight that Yunior can hear a girl washing her facéhe bathroom just below him. Yunior
and one of his girlfriends, who stays with her aané like homeless people, until they
find an empty apartment in which to be alone; tthey seem “like normal folks”

(Drown 65). The heat is so unbearable in the apartntleatshe kids go to the
community center to jump “over the fence into tio®lp (Drown 92). Often the police
arrive to scatter the young swimmers.

The immigrants labor over brutal jobs and suffenynhardships. “We are not
here for fun,” says one womaHqw 59). Another woman has worked for five years in
the laundry at St. Peter’'s Hospital in New Brunswic‘Never late. Never leave the
laundry room. Never leave the heat. | load wasldyers, peel the lint skin from the
traps, measure out heaping scoops of crystal deterg . . | sort through piles of sheets
with gloved hands”Hlow 54-55). Diaz says, “The poverty . . . it's hasdsrap my brain
around it” (Stewart). When he was in high schbd,father lost his job as a forklift
driver. The place is full of racism and discrintinoa against immigrants. Yunior
reports, “I got jumped as | was walking home frdra Roxy. By this mess of New
Brunswick townies” Qsca 167). Because of where he lives, no girl’s ptevill want
her to see him: “People get stabbed in the Terrd2edwn 144). One woman has a
married companion who talks about “the house hesvanbuy, how hard it is to find one
when you're Latino” How 51). A girlfriend of Yunior’s takes up with a tki driver; she
moves with him to Manalapan where he abandonstlieeand of the summer. The
only house he could find “was one of those tiny jbs with a fifty-cent lawn and no

kind of charm” How 40).
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By describing different ways of living, Yunior eve& the ethos of the place, the
social and racial distinctions. He and one ofdugs work for a company that sells pool
tables—Buckinghams, Imperials, Gold Crowns, whasad names distinguish the
social class of the customer. Yunior pays grdan#bn to their customers’ expensive
consumer items, the clothes, watches, and shaég oich. He manages to control his
customers subtly by making fun of them and rousiagr suspicions.

You should see our customers. Doctors, diplonsatigeons, presidents
of universities, ladies in slacks and silk tops vgport thin watches you
could trade in for a car, who wear comfortableHeashoes. Most of
them prepare for us by laying down a path of yesigs Washington Post
from the front door to the game room. | make theok it all up. | say,
“Carajo, what if we slip? Do you know what two lined pounds of slate
could do to a floor? The threat of property damaugts the chop-chop in
their step . ... Sometimes the customer hasttio jthe store for cat food
or a newspaper while we're in the middle of a jdim sure you'll be all
right, they say. They never sound too sure. ddfse, | say. Just show
us where the silver’s at. The customers ha-haxsnta-ha and then they
agonize over leaving, linger by the front doorjrigyto memorize
everything they own, as if they don’t know wherdital us, who we work
for. Pruitt. Most our customers have names liks, tcourt case names:
Wooley, Maynard, Gass, Binder, but the people froyntown, our names

you see on convicts or coupled together on boxards Drown 130).
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New Brunswick, and, specifically, Rutgers Univeysjtlay a significant role in
Diaz’s life, and Yunior's. Diaz says, “I can’t pdbut write about my time at Rutgers.
For me, it was very, very important” (Meier). Hdfaz and Yunior, going to Rutgers
saves their lives in terms of their futures, esplecas professional writers. Yunior is
often cavalier about Rutgers, concentrating, &ssisvont, on the girls there. “Rutgers
was just girls everywhere, and there was Oscapikgane up at night talking about the
Green Dragon” (178). He and Magda are in lovey 8pgend time “rummaging through
the New Brunswick library togetherHpw 4). Yunior cruelly betrays her, and, when
their love affair is over, says, “all | can manag@ memory of the first time me and
Magda talked. Back at Rutgers. We were waitingafoE Bus together on George
Street and she was wearing purpldd( 24). He sees Lola, Oscar’s sister, sitting in
front of the Henderson Chapel reading a book. dtolved Commercial Ave. slide past
and there in the distance were the lights of R@8te This would always be Rutgers for
me” (Oscar198). He remembers, “That was the summer | couseep, the summer |
used to run through the streets of New Brunswick.. | remember running around the
Memorial Homes, along Joyce Kilmer, past Throoperetthe Camelot, that crazy old
bar, stands boarded and burnddby{ 85). At Rutgers, Oscar has trouble attractints gir
as usual. He would “sit at the E bus stop ancesdaell the pretty Douglass [the
women'’s residential college] girls and wonder whee&l gone wrong in his life"@scar
49). Because Oscar is Yunior’s friend and bec&gsising is scarce, Yunior agrees to
room with Oscar in Demarest Hall, which Yunior caless full of “weirdos, and losers
and freaks” (171); Yunior applies for a writing §en at the university. Years after

Oscar’s death, Yunior dreams, “We’re back at Rugtger Demarest, which is where
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we’ll always be, it seems.” (324). Rutgers, arglliterature he discovered there,
stimulate and preserve Yunior’s talents as a wrésithey do Diaz’s.

Ninth, place is a journey. In Diaz’s fiction, péais the journey of the Dominican
diaspora, its origins, and its effects on charatidentities, essentially Yunior's. The
larger background is the conquest of the New Wanld, as he calls it, “the fucking
biggest genocide that ever happened” (Celayo andigh Dominicans did not emigrate
to the United States in large numbers until the0£98n 2013, 115,000 Dominicans live
in New Jersey, as opposed to 72,000 in Floridaaz Bknows about poverty, racism, and
marginalization; he knows how immigrants becomgets for misdirected resentments”
(Guthman). Immigration is a topic American poligics cannot handle or solve: Diaz
says, cynically, “Immigration is this year’'s [200§dy marriage” (Guthman). Diaz
knows that “immigration is not a singular event buvay of life involving travel to and
from the homeland, a journey with the power to raleewn all the anticipation and terror
of the initial departure” (Prose). Some criticsenthe correspondence between Diaz’s
stories and’he OdysseyDrownis a “veiled retelling of th€©dysseyhrough the eyes of
Telemachus and Penelope” (Bures). Diaz recogitie¢sthe ultimate odyssey’—the
fundamental journey—is immigration (Bures).

The concept of rootedness in a place and its oglship to a character’s identity
is an oft-discussed issue in American criticaréitare. In Cather’s fiction, “landscape is
destiny, as seen in her characters’ obsessivetogedt themselves in a particular
landscape . . .” (Winters 3). Guy Davenport writd$he imagination is . . . rooted in a
ground, a geography” (4). Diaz says, at the béginaf this chapter, “I can’t imagine

life without my ‘roots.” By “roots” he means hidantity related to his culture, which
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will always survive, and his connections with Talndians, with Africans, with Spanish
people, with the soil and the place. He usesdima tuprooted” for migrants who come
to New Jersey: “when a generation survives viademud repression, the next generation
suffers. Especially when it is uprooted and mateed country that offers minimum-
wage jobs and a less-than-warm welcome” (Prosd)e\¥unior describes Oscar’s
“wrenchingly relocating,” the echoes corresponthterrible uprooting and relocation
of black South Africans to “homelands.”

In the literature about immigration, the dominattegn is “assimilation,” which
is generally treated as a worthy goal. A. O. Seoities ofOscatr, it is “a novel of
assimilation, a fractured chronicle of the ambinalénexorable movement of the
children of immigrants toward the American middlass, where the terrible, incredible
stories of what parents and grandparents endurén iald country have become a genre
in their own right.” Diaz has an insurgent inteftation of assimilation. Growing up in
New Jersey, he was aware of two great pressureshipp—“the Scylla and Charybdis
of my childhood”: to escape his community to bultife in a different world or to stay
in his community to try to make it better. He sdYaunior grows into a man who still
keeps very close to his culture of origin . . . art doesn’t seem to fall prey to the
mythology of ‘getting out’ or assimilation” (Franig@®. He certainly could not imagine
a “need to erase the past” that made him a sucéesDiaz, “the most interesting
immigrant writing involves stepping outside thad adireary binary [home/failure or
away/success].” In his writing, Diaz is tryinglie more complex and avoid tired
formulas like the old “binary”: for him, “any sucegthat requires you to sacrifice your

younger self over the altar of advancement is moess at all—at least not to me”
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(Frangello). Diaz realizes divisions and differemexist within the Dominican diaspora;
it is not so uniform and united as some might lvelieHe finds it puzzling that people
who are ostracized by the mainstream communityaleecomrades within their
Diasporic community (Ali). At Rutgers, the kids ajflor tease Oscar by saying, “You're
not Dominican” Oscar49), and making him feel displaced.

The connotations of the immigration process areencomplicated than the
concept of assimilation. Some immigrants think “tm#y way you could be an authentic
‘brother’ was to ‘stay in the projects’ foreverYdu had to choose one or the other but
not both.” Diaz never intended to stay in the ¢ct§ forever, but he would never turn his
back on New Jersey; he tries to help his largerrsamty of writers of color and
bemoans the lack of names of writers of color etslof best sellers. Diaz created
Yunior as a character who, like himself, was emlaigoof the many contradictions
facing a bright young immigrant. He “baked thesgstons right into [Yunior’s]
character, made it part of his journey” (Frangell®unior is trying to “defy the old
formulas . . . to stay in touch with home whilecaésnbracing fully the world.” In sum,
says Diaz, “He is both Dominican and an urban Nexse) kid. Both ghetto and grad
school. Bothbruto machoand perceptively sensitive. Both immigrant antived
(Frangello). Many such young people are out tiretbe neighborhoods of America.
Ten years after Oscar’s death, Yunior has changédsijourney to manhood: married,
he owns a house and teaches composition and @eatiting at Middlesex Community
[County] College. “These day | write a lot . . Learned that from OscarO&car326).

In the twenty-first century, a relatively new temmthe discourse about

immigration is “transnational migration,” the idtreat more people will belong to two or
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more societies at the same time. Diaz considersdif both Dominican and American.
As he says, he is an immigrant and will always bé@wamigrant: he is a “transnational
migrant” for whom “home means more than one cotir{trgvitt). Transnational
migration does not have an injurious effect onragation, nor on migrants’ ability to
contribute and be loyal to their host country. nE@ationalism studies the way people
operate beneficially “across cultures” (Levitt).iaR travels to the Dominican Republic,
his other home, three times a year and currentslamong Dominicans in New York.
As Yunior says, “I love Santo Domingo. | love cominome to the guys in blazers trying
to push little cups of Brugal into my hands. Loke plane landing, everybody clapping
when the wheels kiss the runwayrown 9). Oscar repeats the same sentiment when he
returns to Santo Domingo on his last, fatal triphe first time he flew to Santo

Domingo he’d been startled when the applause boakebut this time he was prepared,
and when the plane landed he clapped until hisdiatuhg” (315).

The older term, multiculturalism, has typically meaeveral different cultures
living within one society. The issue of moving bayg multiculturalism to
transnationalism underlies the article by E. A. Mann-Jozwiak on ethnic Studies and
Oscar, in which she observes that authors like Diazlihggnt contemporary migratory
patterns, intercultural exchanges, and internatidependencies” (3). Most identity
guests take the form of a single journey; Diazrpgg Oscar’s family movements back
and forth from the Dominican Republic to Americd'l@gular and circular” (7). In her
analysis of the brutality of the U.S-backed Trojitegime, Mermann shows “a nation
that centrifugally expelled and dispersed its papah into the diaspora” (8). The

journeys Oscar’s family takes back to the DominiBapublic are not “in search of roots
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that lead to a recovery of the individual’s culludentity;” rather, they are seeking dual
cultural identities in the Dominican Republic anthérica (8). In the case of Oscar’s
family, their fate is intertwined with what Diazlisa'the Curse and Doom of the New
World,” caused by Columbus’s conquest of Hispanionld492-93 Oscarl). Home for

a transnational migrant means more than one cguotr@scar, the Dominican Republic
is “both home and not home, and the tension betwe&mging and not belonging is
always clear” (Mermann 16). Sending or takingdigh back to the Dominican
Republic “demonstrates the way in which foreignrFbionmigrants maintain contacts
with their homeland and the difficulty of creatiageense of home in the new country”
(Mermann-Jozwiak 140). Yunior explains, “Every saer Santo Domingo slaps the
Diaspora engine into reverse, yanks back as maity ekpelled children asitcan.. ..
Like someone had sounded a general reverse evaicwatler: Back home, everybody!
Back home!” Oscar271).

Diaz thinks the role of the United States in theridcan Republic “casts a
shadow onto the United States. Its involvemeniclwis completely forgotten, has
shaped the entire destiny of this one country” égeland Shook). He refers largely to
the U.S invasion of the Dominican Republic in 1@b@l to U.S. support for Trujillo, to
whom Yunior often refers as “viperouD¢car230). The weight of the past, of that
history and that place, he says, will last “foreVdte believes “immigrants in general . .
. are really extraordinary individuals . . . togiup one world and go to another” (Celayo
and Shook). As a little boy he kept trying to fiodt why he was in the United States.
People talked about “a better life,” but that wasnsufficient explanation for him. As he

asked questions, he found out the reason “we’re isanextricably tied up with why the
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United States is here. You can’t talk about thé&édhStates unless your first words are
‘Santa Domingo™ (Celayo and Shook).

Place is ever-present for Diaz. He tries to demipihe “code” of the Dominican
Diasporic experience and the American experienbgware “all hooked together”
(Lewis). He has explained how it feels as immiggada live in two worlds, two places,
at the same time, and to be aware of who he is:avay, your imagination was
bifurcated—two branches.” Another sensation fomigrants is living not only in the
past and the present, the way most people doiviug in the future, too, in their
imagination. He says, “You have to have an amainagination to be an immigrant”
(Lewis). The past is always present. He stredmenecessity he feels as a writer “to be
a true witness to who we are as a people and to wdsahappened to us. That is the
essential challenge for the Caribbean nations—uwbio have pointed out, have been
annihilated by history and yet who’ve managed tbtpemselves together in an amazing
way” (Danticat). They have survived, their padwgags with them and their futures
ahead of them.

Immigration, a form of exile, causes problems @iy, looking for one’s place
and needing to belong. Indeed, David Gates poutshat “mainstream American
literature . . . has always been obsessed withdauts its Hucks and Holdens.” Oscar’s
mother has an “inextinguishable longing for elsereb&(©Oscar343). When her
daughter Lola is fourteen, she is desperate for 6mg patch of the world"@scar55).
The identity of the immigrants is shaped by théirglace and their new place. Oscar,
treated as an alien in New Jersey, takes refugei@mce fiction and other fantasies to

stave off bullying, racism, and cruelty. At Rutgeithe white kids looked at his black
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skin and his afro and treated him with inhuman oghess” Oscar49). He is alien:
“Immigrant saga[s] illustrate how the immigrant@nsidered as ‘the Other,’ as the
person who is different, dangerous, and therefmieetkept away” (Peleman). The way
people treat Oscar shows this sort of rejectidror *Yunior, Oscar represents all the
Others who have been ridiculed, excluded, or nelJéRatteson 17).

When asked what attracts Dominicans to New JeBigy, replies, “What attracts
immigrants everywhere to a place—it’s always jobd the people who came before.
My family immigrated to New Jersey right during thole collapse of the
manufacturing industries in New York . . . and therere plenty of companies up and
running in Jew Jersey and people moved to thos® j0dolinsky). Immigration,
moving from a known to an unknown place, has arachppon masculinity. The dream
of Diaz’s father, a military man, was that he arsddrother would be “real men.” “That
did not include being an artist . . . . Becausedag was that kind of dude, who thought
that wasn’t masculine, that wasn’'t manly” (Moyer8ecause theirs was a separated
family, Yunior can hardly remember his father: ‘thas the soldier in the photo. He was
a cloud of cigar smoke, the traces for which catildl be found on the uniforms he’d left
behind” Orown 70). When Yunior’s father left home, he told hige’s father, “All |
want for your daughter and our children is to tdlem to the United States. | want a
good life for them” Prown 164). In his stories, Diaz shows how immigraiiteracts
with concepts of masculinity. An entire generatadribominican boys was compelled to
grow up without their fathers, who, in turn, weoeded to leave the island to try to make
a better life for them and their families. Therassa paucity of male role models on the

island; their peers had to teach them how to bam nWomen are treated abominably:
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the people who show empathy, generally women, @msidered weak. Yunior’s father
had imagined success in the U.S. was inevitableglse he is not successful, he
guestions his manhood and his role as a provider.

Diaz says, “l wanted to talk about gender. | wdntetalk about masculinity. |
wanted to talk about race” (Wolinsky). He knowaders “see themselves, they see their
men, they see their women, in these characters tinentiny little island in this tiny little
state called New Jersey.” He is interested irestgpes. When Yunior introduces Oscar,
he says sarcastically, Oscar has “never had mughwith the females (howery un-
Dominican of him” Oscarl11). Masculinity in Latin America is now “measdress in
shows of courage or violence and more in tangijahet®ls of success, wealth, influence,
and social esteem” (Riofrio 76). Standards sxi$ein terms of the “persistent centrality
of sexual conquest” and “remains a label affixechen by men.” For Dominicans, there
are two social categories—the hormadqg and the streetélle). Notions of the
feminine dominate the home; males dominate thets{v®). And yet, when Yunior’s
father had lived at home, “he’d washed and ironsdtvn clothes. These things were a
man’s job, he liked to say, proud of his own upRdé&pscar170). As a user and betrayer
of women, Yunior has much to learn. After Oscaesth, his letter to Yunior about his
Dominican lover teaches Yunior that there is moreetationships than sex: “the little
intimacies that he’d never in his whole life antigied, like combing her hair or getting
her underwear off a line or . . . listening to tedr him about being a little girl . . .”
(Oscar334).

This discussion has explored nine ways in whiclzBtaveys place and its

impact on Yunior. To summarize, place is a firstgon narrator, Diaz’s alter ego, who
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often uses the second person, “you for I,” forntack relates to the reader in a way that
is immediate, personal, deeply felt, and “herelacP is the particularity and specificity
of detail that gives the prose its power. Pladéeésinfluence of the neighborhood on the
kids, who smoke, do drugs, play games of chan¢ghadruant, and evade the recruiting
officers and the police. Place for an immigrartine homes; he is at home in both.
Place is language, a brilliant, hilarious, and ioajcombination of English, Spanglish,
hip-hop, sci-fi, and urban slang; it is also stutldeth literary allusion from mainstream
literature. Place is a metaphor comparing immitgrém aliens and to science fiction
characters, providing some gauge for understanttiegerror of Trujillo. Place is an
environment symbolized by the landfill of induskmeaste a mile from Yunior’s house.
Place is the journey of immigration in which theab® not assimilation but embracing
two cultures.

As the beginning of this chapter notes, when D&ameto America he was
looking for answers to two questions: who am H amat is this place, New Jersey?
These two questions, which turn out to be one@fferovocative clue to assessing
Diaz’s interpretation of the impact of place orharacter’s destiny. Everything Diaz
writes and says bespeaks his ethnic identity,rttpact of two places upon him, and his
feelings of both displacement and belonging. Haraaid of being an immigrant and
believes he will always be a Dominican, while a& s#ame time enhancing his life and
work as an American.

He proclaims his identity in many ways: he doeshyphenate his nationality
into Dominican-American; he insists on the diacati“i” in his published name; he lives

in a Dominican community in New York; he does manslate or italicize the Spanish
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words in his work; and he persuadédse New Yorkenot to italicize the Spanish words in
his stories published by the magazine, despiteritg-established usage code. “He is
asserting his Dominicanness” (Finn). By these destrations, Diaz is not posturing or
trying to seem more authentic or more publishdil js seeking “coherence.” Diaz sees
these moves as political, “allowing the Spaniskxist in my text without the benefit of
italics or quotation marks.” He points out Sparnghot a minority language: “By

forcing Spanish back onto English, forcing it t@beith the language it tried to
exterminate in me, I've tried to represent a muiroage of that violence on the page . . ..
When does a ‘loaned’ word become an English wdsdhacienda’ Spanish or English?
.. .. Callit my revenge on English” (Céspeded @&orres-Saillant).

His sense of his ethnic identity impresses Céspadéd orres-Saillant, who
remind him that when he was at Cornell, people dask, “Are you a writer?” and he
would respond, “I am a Dominican writer,” showinig fdentity by belonging to a place.
They are impressed by how “striking” is his “sen$self-affirmation of ethnicity for
somebody who only had a vague notion of DominicaarieWhen Diaz arrived in
America in 1974, Latinos were just beginning toeashemselves. So, Torres-Saillant
says, “it was not something that required individodiative. Rather, it was made
evident to you by the environment,” or the influerad place. Diaz explains, “You spend
a lot of time being colonized. Then, if you’'ve dbé opportunity and the breathing space
and the guidance . . . you decolonize yourselfe alvays warmly attributes his progress
to the help and support of personal influencesh siscNew Jersey librarians, teachers,
and professors at Rutgers. Diaz stresses theeltgvehich his unprecedented success,

for an immigrant child, is based on good luck. dées not attribute his success to
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anything special about him or his conduct but tstjluck. I'm not a good case example
for young people in a way.” He says, for exampkefreak accident bused me into a
good school system and turned into all these d@iffethings.” Or maybe, because
America is so rich, “I sometimes wonder if what paped with me wasn'’t just the fact
that there was so much lying around.” In anothstaince, he says, “That was another
thing in this chain of luck. For me things seenm&we happened through luck, luck, a lot
of luck.” Finally, “I just keep seeing the luckviolved with so much of this” (Céspedes
and Torres-Saillant).

Diaz says, “as immigrants we were exposed to thelrof work. All you see all
your life is your parents working” (Céspedes andré®-Saillant). He appreciates now
the example that his mother, and others like legrios their children, and published an
essay about his mother’s sterling qualities. Apegting aspect of Diaz’s honest self-
assessment in “How (In a Time of Trouble) | Disc@eMy Mom and Learned to Live”
is his inability to resist the allusion to Gabrighrcia Marquez’s titld,ove in the Time of
Cholera In this tribute to his mother, Diaz admits hesvaathe end of his rope in his last
year of high school; he had hit rock bottom. “Tgsrwere pretty desperate” (156). He
cuts school, acts out, feels angry, speaks profangstes time, and sasses his mother.
They are poor, his father has left to live with ti@s woman, his brother has cancer, his
mother is overworked at an ill-paid cleaning jobd dife seems gloomy, hopeless, and
filled with hatred for people of color. The Newsey ambience resides ever in his
consciousness. Sometimes, when he does not gleé @chool bus, “I walked out to the
landfill and stayed in the woods as long as | cdaddr it” (156). When he visits his

brother on the top floor of the hospital in Newdtkhen you pushed your face against
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his window you could see the burned-out blocks stteered over reminder of '67 [the
year of the Newark riots], and New York’s skylimemillion brick middle fingers pointed
at the world” (157). He grieves for his motheradiships. His father had “shipwrecked
her—abandoning her in a state where you need @ carrvive, in a neighborhood cut off
from any economic tides whatsoever” (157). Helgeiteates an image of the desperate
situation—his mother, broken up and run agroungtdinanother island.

Throughout the interview with Céspedes and Tor@iie®t, Diaz comes across
as honest, self-aware, clearheaded, and gratefiknows that “getting to much
attention early is also bad,” because it can reswttoo much pressure. He allows
himself to engage in fake, slightly derisive sedfisure to make a point, such as, “I'm so
bad and so sneaky and so evil that I've quoted fpeople’s books in my own works
without even referring to their texts.” He calisiself “mean natured” because he
criticizes the Latino and black writers who aimithwriting at white audiences. He does
not, he says, “explain cultural things, with italior with exclamation or with side bars or
asides.” He is aware, appreciative, and in awebatemporaries of color like Edwidge
Danticat: “She is humble and honest and remarkabér words will break your bones.”
He thinks people of color have been “trained tddvamore critical of our own [people].
We are trained to abuse our own. | think thatés¢blonial mindset.” He is interested in
having dialogue with his own communities and net ja criticizing white people.
“Exposing white racism and white arrogance is intguat; but if | don’t criticize myself
and my people, how are we ever going to get béttei€’ confesses that he has a political
agenda: “to write politics without letting the d=a think it is political. That's my game

plan for every story.” When the two Dominicansgaee a launching party for the
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Spanish version ddrown, Diaz shows a fine humility when he says, “| fég tisk of
going back to the 'hood to flaunt prosperity antidnee like a tourist in the eyes of people
who are there all the time and have nowhere elge.to When asked, “How does it feel
going from living near ‘one of the largest landfilh New Jersey,” as you once put it, to
winning a Pulitzer in Fiction?” Diaz responds, tH#o say. My youth, all those
hardships, they're still with me’Splash.

Diaz lived in a Dominican community in New Jersegttwas erased and ignored
by the mainstream. He opens his heart to hisdrihre novelist Francisco Goldman: “I
grew up never seeing myself or my neighbors or meydls in any kind of literature. |
grew up with no books or movies or TV shows thfieoted my world, my identities, my
struggle . . .. The real us was never shownllyatiided.” His one goal is to avenge the
erasure by “singing my community out of that sikericHis motivation to become a
writer is, “l wanted to be part of that movementdists that were ensuring that the next
generation wouldn’t have to endure what | endui@tEsser).

As Diaz says to Danticat, he wants “to be a trueesgis to who we are as a people
and to what has happened to us. That is the esisemllenge for the Caribbean
nations—who, you have pointed out, have been dateli by history and yet who've
managed to put themselves together in an amazigg viFor him, it is like bearing
witness—"to mark that we were here, we lived, wdterad” (Messer). These final
words are emblematic of Junot Diaz and the implplaze and home upon a writer’s

destiny, as well as his narrator’s, in his avantdgaAmerican fiction.



CONCLUSION
“Location pertains to feeling; feeling profoundlgnains to place.”

This dissertation argues that the three PulitzemeRrinning writers, Philip Roth,
Richard Ford, and Junot Diaz—a native, a transpéamt a migrant to New Jersey—
convey the impact of place on their charactersiimanediate and compelling way.
More specifically, the study contends that the hiearhoods these authors evoke—a
Jewish enclave, a largely white suburb, and an grenit ghetto—affect their characters’
destinies, their feelings of belonging or alienatiand their decisions to stay in or leave
their places. Reinforcing the proposition thatplé destiny, Elizabeth Bowen writes:
“Locality is the root of character . . . it can testiny” (Weston 18).

To illuminate the way the three writers convey tia¢ure and function of place,
the study evaluated place as a narrative toolarcthft of fiction. It searched the critical
literature on place and, from its findings, isothssd defined a dozen elements in the art
of transmitting a sense of place and its impadhemarrators. Some literary criticism
on fictional place extols its effects but often eggs vague about the tools for
communicating the influences. Great novelistsingititerary criticism about place, like
Eudora Welty and Elizabeth Bowen, express themseh/thought-provoking, eloquent
maxims; this dissertation translates these stattsmeto practical examples. This study
applies ten definitions to Roth’s work and ninghe other two writers.

The relationship between the authors and theiat@ns contributes to a vivid and
visceral interpretation of place and its impacte Three authors enhance this effect by

using first-person narrators. Moreover, the infice of place is immediate and personal,
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although the action may be set in the past or let&h memory. This concept of
“hereness” is a powerful factor in the fiction @fol author: Roth’s narrator exclaims,
“Here is where | belong!"IiM 235); for Ford’s narrator, “Here is necessityOL 485);
Diaz’s narrator recognizes home as here in Neveyeas well as Santo Domingo.
Further, place is only communicable when it is gpe@articular, and concrete: Roth
writes about the “immensity” of detail in his cHildod AP 42); Ford, about “intractable
irresistible details” (“Chance”); Diaz limns theiigrand sordid specifics of immigrant
life. The vernacular of place is crucial to awakerits atmosphere and ambience:
Roth’s roots render him at ease in his Weequahitageilar; Ford is fluent in the
language of real estate; Diaz riffs in Spanglisti tne jargon of science fiction. Sense of
place, as the term implies, depends upon sens@yearg. The local neighborhood, not
the natural landscape, represents the influenpéaoé for these three authors. Roth’s
characters react to their geography by moving ¥est Newark; Ford’s narrator studies
the human geography of his neighborhood by the uneas real estate valuBjaz is
consumed by the pollution of his neighborhood harishes in the environment of
Rutgers and New Brunswick. Place is a journeythRaharacters move from their
places to reinvent themselves; Ford’s narratogglas on his internal journey to
recognize reciprocity with his place; aBéhz withesses immigrants’ journeys to and
from their dual places and “sings my community a@iuthat silence” (Goldman).

As Welty suggests in this chapter’s title, locateord human emotion are
“profoundly” related (122). The interplay and irdependence between place and
character and the resulting consequences of plaeecbaracter’s destiny are

fundamental issues in this discussion. Despitalifierences among the three authors in
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terms of temperament, background, style, and thémedjndings from the close readings
are notable for what the writers have in commoraddition to their New Jersey settings.
The study anticipated the concept of belonginglienation in the first chapter; the
similarities in the authors’ other reactions tocglavere less expected and more subtle—
the various degrees of ambivalence, ideas aboimitsson, and perceptions of America
that the characters experience, which are, as WWaity, “feelings” pertaining to place,
along with those of belonging or of alienation.

The narrators face entirely different environmentthe same state. For Roth’s
Nathan Zuckerman, born in the Jewish enclave ofqaleic, his neighborhood, filled
with people who have lived there for two generatiaa a nourishing, rigorous, and
comforting haven. Ford’'s Frank Bascombe, a tramdgdltom the South, yearns to find a
refuge in Haddam, or, at least, a place not t@naling or demanding, in which he can
find balance and reason. ForaR's Yunior de las Casa, a migrant wrenched fresn h
homeland, the immigrant ghetto hard by a landhibugh harsh and alien, becomes his
teacher as he learns how to write and what hisestibjill be.

Thetheme of roots, soil, ground, and terrain, thegutat composition of place,
are frequently present in Roth’s remarks. Soml@tharacters feel alienated in
Newark and leave, despite welcoming and securdtubalds and firm relationships with
their neighborhood, to reinvent themselves in ofugroundings At the outset, Ford
expresses scant interest in his roots or his padtas left them behind in the South,
where he was born, but at the end he concedexisterece of an interplay between
character and placeHis narrator feels detached and estranged in hgghberhood,

alienated by issues like consumerism and suburlzaise, but decides to stayNew
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Jersey, where he finds what he is looking féunior, displaced from his first homeot
fluent in English, poor, and looked down uponhis bnly character who patently does
not at first belong in New Jersey, but overcomssdisplacement and folds it into his
writing. Diaz's work is deeply rooted in two places; he revenesitboth and wants to
honor them in his writing.

All three writers express ambivalence in theirrapgh to place. For Roth, this
sensation enables him to understand and portragatiéict within his characters, who
are continuously on a journey, torn between thé&elés leave and the desire to stay, “to
repudiate and . . . to cling” (“Goodbye NewarkThe motivation for these characters’
decisions becomes both increasingly clear andratse complex. Ford is at first
inconsistent and torn about place, partially beeaisis being born in the south and the
concomitant expectations for a southern writer. ckd@ms initially that place is not
generative until long after publishing the last @low his trilogy was published, when he
changes his mind. Diaz suffers in his childhootfimas his individual way, though not
as one of the “ambivalent, inexorable movemenhefdhildren of immigrants toward the
American middle class” (Scott). Their vacillatingisis from their tension between two
worlds and two homes; Diaz is at home in both.

For Roth’s interpretation of “assimilation,” Poskauses the word
“appropriation” (5), which he borrows from otheriters including Henry James,
because the new word does not require the “[cdsbifigld (ethnic) ways for new.”
Assimilation is not for Roth a sacrificial procebsit a natural and desirable one. The
estrangement and dreaminess of Ford’s narratoeptgwim at first from assimilating

into the community, until he rises above his sgliraination to join in an emblematic
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Fourth of July parade. He helps his Tibetan cglleain his assimilation process. Diaz
resists total assimilation by integrating his hacn#ure with his American culture.

In his perception of America, Roth’s Nathan wawot®¢ both an American and a
Jew. His Newark novels display Jewish fathersceatrating on making their children
patriotic Americans. Growing up Jewish and Amariegere for Roth—and Nathan—
indistinguishable. Ford’s Frank Bascombe wantsalong and contribute to a suburban
community, but needs time to work out his pers@nablems. While planning his third
novel, Ford says he was thinking about “how the Aca® landscape lies” (Duffy 321).
Diaz’s Yunior wants to be both a Dominican and anefican. Diaz refers to Dominican
immigrant neighborhoods, community activism, analsgroots efforts when he says:
‘This is beauty, this is humanity, this is Amerit@Villalon).

Summing up place, Roth notes that aG@odbye, Columbuysl’'ve been dawn to
depicting the impact of place in American livestég). Ford concedes that after
finishing his trilogy he believes that “there mbstsome generative relationship [and
some] interplay of character and landscape.” D$aaware of how many stories about
the power of place are left untold; his goal ifitton some of these spaces and represent
some of these voices.

Their approaches to their New Jersey locales glas®@inect these three
novelists; a paragraph in a March 2014 interviethwihilip Roth also brings them
together. In a list of “formidable postwar write@k. . . enormous variety” stretching
from Bellow to Welty, Roth includes Richard Fordtlae end, he also names “serious

young writers as wonderfully gifted as . . . JuDdz” (Sandstrom).
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Readers do not spring full blown with an appreomfior and a sensitivity to
place in fiction. In their earliest exposure tadmg, children listen to fairy tales, in
which authentic place does not play a role. As Wekplains, fairy tales, which begin
with the words “Once upon a time,” end up “abolhthe present and the place where
we are instead of conveying them to us” (117)other words, the stories’ imaginary
places are too vague and unreal to guide the yoeaders’ own exploration of where
and who they are. Only when children arrive atistbabout human experience with
places, stories like Laura Ingalls WildeTke Little House on the Praire“She liked
this place, too. She liked the enormous sky aedninds, and the land that you couldn’t
see to the end of” (75)—or Arthur Ransom®isallows and Amazons'We adored the
place. Coming to it, we used to run down to the |alip our hands in and wish, as if we
had just seen the new moon” (9)—do they recogtestirill and significance of place.
As Elizabeth Bowen says about the books she reacth#d: “I am still on the lookout
for places where something happengdbl{ectedimpression67).

Through exposure to great literature, many readlederstand instinctively that
place affects a character’s destiny. They passinabsorb the impact on characters of
locations like Melville’s ocean; Defoe’s island; &im’s river; Hemingway'’s hills;
Cather’s plains; Cormac McCarthy’s southwesterredeand Bronte’s moors. Houses,
too, affect a character’s destiny: Austen’s Nanthex Abbey; Waugh'’s Brideshead,;
Bowen’s house in Paris; Dickens’s Court of Chanceigwthorne’s house of seven
gables; Lawrence’s gardener’s cottage; and Uncte’§cabin. In his article “Location,
Location, Location: Depicting Character Throughd®l,” Richard Russo explains that he

found “from his reading” that “placeascharacter” (68). He notes the “destiny in a
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place.” He continues, “the reason to pay more aitterto place . . . is the belief . . . that
place and its people are intertwined, that plach&acter, and that to know the rhythms,
the textures, the feel of a place is to know ma@eptly and truly its people” (72).

In sum, the power of these three writers is thid@lf ;1 making their readers feel
emotionally and psychologically here, present, iantie moment. The other narrative
devices are vital, such as the particularity ohdetnd the immediacy of point of view,
but, essentially, being here, participating anctlieg in the place, is the reader’s
culminating reaction. The New Jersey-related waitksut place produced by Roth, Ford,
and Diaz, are, taken together, compelling, autbemteaningful, and revealing; they

exemplify place as character as destiny.
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