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Series editor’s preface

Contemporary British Novelists offers readers critical introductions to
some of the most exciting and challenging writing of recent years.
Through detailed analysis of their work, volumes in the series present lucid interpretations of authors who have sought to capture the
sensibilities of the late twentieth and twenty-first centuries. Informed,
but not dominated, by critical theory, Contemporary British Novelists
explores the influence of diverse traditions, histories and cultures on
prose fiction, and situates key figures within their relevant social,
political, artistic and historical contexts.
The title of the series is deliberately provocative, recognising each
of the three defining elements as contentious identifications of a cultural framework that must be continuously remade and renamed.
The contemporary British novel defies easy categorisation and rather
than offering bland guarantees as to the current trajectories of literary production, volumes in this series contest the very terms that are
employed to unify them. How does one conceptualise, isolate and
define the mutability of the contemporary? What legitimacy can be
claimed for a singular Britishness given the multivocality implicit in
the redefinition of national identities? Can the novel form adequately
represent reading communities increasingly dependent upon digitalised communication? These polemical considerations are the theoretical backbone of the series, and attest to the difficulties of
formulating a coherent analytical approach to the discontinuities and
incoherencies of the present.
Contemporary British Novelists does not seek to appropriate its subjects for prescriptive formal or generic categories; rather it aims to
explore the ways in which aesthetics are reproduced, refined and

x

Series editor’s preface
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repositioned through recent prose writing. If the overarching architecture of the contemporary always eludes description, then the
grandest ambition of this series must be to plot at least some of its
dimensions.
Daniel Lea
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Introduction

Overview
During the course of writing this book, I have read virtually every
word written by and about Howard Jacobson; not just the fiction and
the articles and reviews of the fiction; not just the non-fiction books,
interviews, features and criticism; but every column he wrote for the
Independent over a period of seventeen years, and, for shorter periods
of time, in The Times, the Guardian and Tablet; every one of the series
of travel pieces he wrote for the Sunday Times; every occasional piece of
journalism and every broadcast, podcast, debate and interview. I know
what Jacobson thinks about everything, from darts to handbags; Australia to Israel; Leonard Cohen to Luciano Pavarotti. At the same time,
I don’t really know much about Jacobson at all, partly because, as he
has pointed out, ‘I am not the I of my novels’ (2017b: 159) – an observation that might be extended to his non-fiction, on the basis that
even in his most opinionated pieces of journalism, there is always an
element of performance, signified formally by the fact that he habitually employs the self-conscious ‘we’, rather than the first-person
pronoun – and partly because he is a man of many parts and contradictions. Fred Inglis has written that ‘[t]here are two Howard Jacobsons’,
the first ‘the author of an unrivalled sequence of . . . high-tensile novels about – ha! – sex and the city’ and the second ‘the newspaper
columnist’ and ‘the man at the front of [a number of] television series’
(Inglis 2002: 6). Yet there are arguably many more than two Jacobsons.
A Leavisite moralist with a puritanical streak, and a chronicler of dark
sexual obsessions and perversions; a highly serious humanist intellectual and a hilariously comic provocateur; a passionate polemicist
and an ardent advocate of ‘ambiguity and contradiction’ (Jacobson
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2012a: xiii); the author of (in his own words) ‘the most Jewish novel
that has ever been written by anybody, anywhere’ (Buckley 2006: 23),
whose literary heroes are Jane Austen and D.H. Lawrence, Jacobson
revels in ambivalence. These protean qualities are reflected in the
range and diversity of his work.
Best known for his Man Booker Prize-winning novel, The Finkler
Question (2010), Jacobson is, at the time of writing, the author of sixteen works of fiction and five non-fiction books. He is also a journalist,
broadcaster and public intellectual who has cultivated a misanthropic
public persona, as indicated by the title of a collection of his weekly
columns for the Independent, Whatever It Is, I Don’t Like It (2011).
Jacobson has written many different kinds of books: from academic
studies to campus comedies; from travelogues to psychodramas; from
social-realist novels to dystopian allegories. Although much of his
work revolves around questions of Jewish identity, male sexuality and
the nature of comedy (the topics which provide the organising principles of this book), his subjects vary tremendously, from the reincarnation of Thomas Hardy as a neurotic North London bibliophile to the
life of the biblical Cain; from a contemporary reworking of The Merchant of Venice to a reimagining of Donald Trump’s story as a modernday (per)version of Samuel Johnson’s Rasselas; from table tennis to the
Holocaust. My objective in this book – the first monograph to be
devoted to Jacobson – will be to do justice to the rich complexity and
nuance of his work, rather than to pin its author down.
Jacobson was a late starter as a novelist. His first book, Shakespeare’s
Magnanimity (1978), an academic study focusing on Hamlet, Macbeth,
Antony and Cleopatra and Coriolanus co-authored with Wilbur Sanders, a contemporary at Cambridge, does contain a hint of Jacobson’s
creative aspirations in the form of an ‘induction’ titled ‘Please, no
more cakes and ale’, in which various allegorically named characters
debate the merits of Twelfth Night, offering a number of pithy aphorisms along the way, for example Snipe’s contention that ‘All good
writing is comic’ (Sanders and Jacobson 1978: 16). Yet Jacobson’s first
novel was not published until 1983, by which time he was forty years
old. Its title, Coming From Behind, as well as containing a lewd pun,
slyly alluded to his belated arrival on the literary scene and to the
accompanying imperative to catch up with the pack. Drawing on his
years as a lecturer at Wolverhampton Polytechnic, the novel is a campus comedy that seemed to place Jacobson in the company of other
academics who had written comic novels about academic life such as
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Tom Sharpe, Malcom Bradbury and David Lodge. Whereas novels
such as Sharpe’s Porterhouse Blue (1974) and Lodge’s Changing Places
(1975) are intricately plotted and derive much of their humour from
farcical scenarios and satirical characterisation, the comedy of Coming
From Behind relies largely on Jacobson’s linguistic virtuosity and the
incongruities arising from the divided loyalties and values of Sefton
Goldberg, a Jewish academic caught between the Scylla of Wrottesley
Polytechnic, with its cheerful philistinism and dogmatic adherence to
literary theory, and the Charybdis of Cambridge University, with its
arcane rituals and casual antisemitism. Peeping Tom (1984), published
the year after Coming From Behind, seemed to confirm that Jacobson
was an author in a hurry to make up for lost time, and to mark the
emergence of his signature style as a novelist. A heady brew of sexual
shenanigans, literary allusions and a comedy of Jewish otherness that
has more in common with Woody Allen and Philip Roth than with
any of Jacobson’s British predecessors or peers, its central conceit –
that Barney Fugelman, a Jewish bookseller living an uneventful suburban late-twentieth-century existence, turns out be hosting the
reincarnated spirit of Thomas Hardy – neatly internalises in the person of its protagonist some of the cultural tensions that unbalanced
Sefton Goldberg in Coming From Behind.
Rather than consolidating or enhancing his reputation, Redback
(1986), Jacobson’s third novel, represented something of a setback.
Whereas the relative weakness of plotting in his first two novels was
more than compensated for by the comic brio of Jacobson’s prose
and the cogency and clarity of his ideas, in Redback the meandering
aimlessness of the narrative is exacerbated by a self-regarding, florid,
strained voice that seems simultaneously to be listless and hyperactive. The uneasiness and unevenness of tone in the novel may be
related to difficulties in negotiating the relationship between narrator
and author. Although his first two novels contained autobiographical
elements, Redback drew heavily on Jacobson’s years as an undergraduate at Cambridge and lecturer in Australia, so that I wonder whether,
in order to distance himself from his material, he felt it necessary to
take on the identity and voice of a protagonist/narrator whose own
background was very different from his own (his political views are
antithetical to Jacobson’s, and he is one of only four non-Jewish protagonists in his oeuvre). Another explanation for the baroque excesses
of Redback might be found in the contrasting tone of In the Land of
Oz (1987), Jacobson’s non-fiction account of travelling across
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Australia, published the year after his third novel. Where Redback
gravitates towards the grandiose and the grotesque, In the Land of Oz
is Jacobson at his most restrained and understated. It is a meditative,
measured exploration of a culture at once familiar and alien to Jacobson, a book in which Jacobson seems deliberately to subdue the vivid
qualities of his writing, preferring to allow the colour to be provided
by the people he meets. In this sense, as well as in their subject matter, Redback and In the Land of Oz seem to be companion pieces, in
which Jacobson diverted all his most self-indulgent impulses into the
novel and all his self-effacing discipline into the travel book. Both
suffered as a result, and it is probably no coincidence that, following
a burst of creativity that saw four books published in the space of four
years, there was a break of five years before Jacobson published his
next book.
If The Very Model of a Man (1992) did not necessarily revive Jacobson’s fortunes as a novelist, it certainly represented an important
landmark in his career. It is formally and thematically more ambitious than any of his previous work and in my view is his most underrated book: a largely overlooked novel that stands among his best
work. Telling the story of Cain through alternating passages of firstand third-person narration, in Jacobson’s version the first murderer
is also the first artist, a professional storyteller whose guilt and
self-loathing is matched by his eloquence and intelligence. Whereas
Redback strained for its effects, in The Very Model of a Man Jacobson’s
prose is possessed of an apparently effortless grace and beauty;
whereas in his previous novels psychological complexity was sometimes sacrificed at the altar of the author’s wit, here it is allied to it.
The Very Model of a Man is a poetically profound and profoundly
poetic novel, one that treats the weightiest of themes (faith, fatherhood, fidelity, fraternal rivalry, the nature of creation and comedy)
with an irreverence that is never facetious and a seriousness that is
never pretentious. With one or two exceptions, The Very Model of a
Man did not receive the reception it deserved and Jacobson was,
understandably, knocked back somewhat, raising the possibility in
interviews that it might be his last novel.
In fact, it would be six years before he published his next work of
fiction. He did publish two further books in the intervening period,
Roots Schmoots: Journeys Among Jews (1993), part travel book, part
memoir, part ethnographic study, and Seriously Funny: From the Ridiculous to the Sublime (1997), a study of the history, theory and practice
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of comedy, but in both cases they appeared as tie-ins to television
series of the same name that Jacobson fronted. If it appeared that
Jacobson might have decided to focus on an alternative career as a
broadcaster, however, this idea was dispelled by the publication of No
More Mr Nice Guy (1998). This ironically titled novel – Jacobson’s
most scabrous and scandalous to date – grew partly out of the disintegration of his second marriage but was also clearly indebted to
Philip Roth’s Sabbath’s Theater (1995) and to the research that had
gone into Seriously Funny. Indeed, No More Mr Nice Guy has a similar
relationship to the book that directly preceded it as Redback has to In
the Land of Oz, which is to say that it explores many of the same preoccupations in fictional form. Although not one of Jacobson’s best
novels, it contains some brilliant set-pieces and occupies a pivotal
position in terms of his career as a novelist. Prior to its publication,
Jacobson’s commitment to the novel form and his place in the canon
of contemporary British novelists had seemed uncertain. Since its
appearance, however, Jacobson has published at least a novel every
other year (eleven in total) and has not published any further non-fiction
books, with the exception of two collections of the weekly columns he
published in the Independent newspaper from 1998 to 2016, columns
which he regards as themselves ‘more like little novels than articles’
(Jacobson 2012a: xiii). In that time, he has won the Man Booker Prize
once and been shortlisted a further time and longlisted two further
times, in addition to winning the Bollinger Everyman Wodehouse
Prize and the Jewish Quarterly-Wingate Prize twice.
The first of these prizes was won by Jacobson’s next novel, The
Mighty Walzer (1999), which was awarded both the Bollinger Everyman Wodehouse Prize and the Jewish Quarterly-Wingate Prize. It is
also the only one of Jacobson’s books to date to have been adapted for
the stage.1 In my first book, Post-War Jewish Fiction: Ambivalence,
Self-Explanation and Transatlantic Connections (2001), I proclaimed
my belief that the novel was ‘the nearest thing we have to a great
British-Jewish novel’ (Brauner 2001: 77), and although Kalooki Nights
rivals it I would stand by that statement. The Mighty Walzer follows the
fortunes and misfortunes of Oliver Walzer, focusing on his career as
a table tennis player of some distinction in the Manchester area. It is
Jacobson’s most autobiographical novel, drawing heavily on his
upbringing in Prestwich and his education in neighbouring Whitefield,
and its lyrical descriptions of table tennis manage improbably to
imbue the sport with a romance which is, however, invariably
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undercut by the bathos implicit in that term (table tennis) and the
alternative (sing-song sounding) ping-pong.
Who’s Sorry Now? (2002), Jacobson’s next novel, was the first of his
books to be longlisted for the Man Booker Prize. A love square, or
perhaps pentagon, the novel revisits many of the themes of his earlier fiction but in a new milieu: that of suburban, middle-class, middle-aged London. This is also the setting of Jacobson’s next novel, The
Making of Henry (2004), but whereas Who’s Sorry Now? is a sardonic
farce with a bleak ending, its successor is an elegiac, meditative novel
with the most optimistic ending of any of his books, bar perhaps Live
a Little. Whereas Marvin Kreitman, the protagonist of Who’s Sorry
Now?, is a serial adulterer, a sentimental masochist whose actions
are both self-destructive and destructive to those closest to him, the
eponymous protagonist of The Making of Henry is ultimately redeemed
by, and in turn redeems, those he loves.
Kalooki Nights (2006) became the second of Jacobson’s novels to
be longlisted but not shortlisted for the Man Booker Prize. It is arguably Jacobson’s most ambitious novel and certainly one of his finest.
It combines the comedy of growing up Jewish in Manchester, which
had been a keynote of The Mighty Walzer and a background refrain in
The Making of Henry, with a satirical exploration of the ways in which
the post-Holocaust generation of British Jews identified, and in some
cases over-identified, themselves with the victims of the Nazi genocide. If Kalooki Nights is, as Jacobson claimed, ‘the most Jewish novel
written by anyone, ever’ (Buckley 2006: 23) and also one of his funniest, then its successor, The Act of Love (2008), is the least Jewish
and the least humorous of all his books. One of only three novels in
his oeuvre to feature a non-Jewish protagonist (three and a half, if we
include Live a Little, which has one non-Jewish and one half-Jewish
protagonist), the novel is also atypical in terms of its style and tone.
Whereas his previous novels had tended to represent male sexuality
comically or tragicomically, The Act of Love treats sexual obsession
melodramatically, albeit with mordant irony; whereas Jacobson’s
prose is characteristically expansive and ebullient – typically, more is
more, in Jacobson – the narrative voice of The Act of Love is imbued
with a claustrophobic intensity and numbing narcissism. Partly, The
Act of Love seems to be a generic exercise: its protagonist, an antiquarian bookseller named Felix Quinn, is an unreliable narrator in the
mould of Ford Madox Ford’s John Dowell and the novel is suffused
with literary allusions, particularly (and again, unusually for Jacobson)
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to European novels of sexual obsession.2 Yet it also has a haunting
power and a tautness rarely found elsewhere in Jacobson’s work.
Jacobson’s next novel, The Finkler Question (2010), was a gamechanger. By the time of its publication, he had a secure reputation as
one of the most eminent British novelists of his generation, but it
seemed increasingly likely that the most prestigious British literary
prize would elude him, as it has so far for contemporaries such as
Martin Amis and a number of the next generation such as Will Self
and Ali Smith, not to mention younger writers such as Zadie Smith
and David Mitchell. If it is not necessarily his strongest novel, The
Finkler Question is quintessentially Jacobsonian: it is a novel about
male friendship and rivalry, mortality, Jewish identity and the social,
sexual and political mores of twenty-first-century middle-class London
life. It also tackles the fierce debates over antisemitism, Zionism and
Israel in contemporary Britain with the same fearlessness with which
Kalooki Nights had critiqued the tendency among some British Jews
to fetishise the Holocaust. The desire of its protagonist, Julian Treslove,
to believe that he might pass as Jewish and the desire of his old
schoolfriend, Sam Finkler, to show his shame as a Jew at the actions
of Israel also make it a quintessential post-war Jewish novel, as I
defined it in Post-War Jewish Fiction.3
Since The Finkler Question, Jacobson has published five further novels. Zoo Time (2012) is his most self-reflexive, metafictional novel – a
book that satirises all aspects of literary culture, including its own pretensions. J (2014) is a dystopian novel set in a future world in which a
second Holocaust has occurred and been covered up. Ostensibly a new
departure for Jacobson, it actually revisits many of the themes of Kalooki
Nights and The Finkler Question, albeit in the form of a Kafkaesque parable. It was deservedly shortlisted for the Man Booker Prize and might
have won, were it not for a curiously capricious intervention by John
Sutherland.4 J was followed by Shylock is My Name (2016), a rewriting of
The Merchant of Venice commissioned by the Hogarth Press as part of a
special series of novels commemorating the four-hundredth anniversary of Shakespeare’s birth. It’s an uneven novel – completely compelling when dealing with the relationship between Shylock and the
contemporary Jewish art dealer Simon Strulovitch, whose life echoes
and ultimately redeems his, but rather less so when indulging in some
heavy-handed satire of contemporary celebrity culture.
Pussy (2017), Jacobson’s satire on Donald Trump, is perhaps the
strangest book he has published to date: full of topical references and
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yet self-consciously archaic in form (the book is modelled on eighteenth-century picaresque quests for wisdom such as Candide and
Rasselas); extravagant in its conceits and yet muted in tone; ultimately
more melancholy than furious. According to Jacobson, it was written
very rapidly, as a spontaneous response to the outcome of the US
election in 2016, and perhaps as a consequence it lacks the polish
and poise of his best work.5
Finally, Live a Little (2019) is the warmest and most touching of
Jacobson’s books, and one of his best novels. It tells the story of two
nonagenarians – an old man haunted by memories of episodes from
his past that he finds shameful and an old woman struggling to
remember all the details of her colourful history – and their gradual
coming together. It is beautifully written and contains some of Jacobson’s most memorable characters: not just the two protagonists,
Beryl Dusinberry and Shimi Carmelli, but Beryl’s carers, Euphoria
and Nastya, and Shimi’s coterie of admirers, an informal sorority of
North London Jewish widows.
Critical reception
In spite of having one of the most impressive bodies of work of any
contemporary British novelist, and having belatedly joined the ranks
of Booker Prize winners, Jacobson remains a marginal figure in the
academy. There is no mention of Jacobson in most of the major
monographs published in the field over the last three decades6 or in
the notable collections of essays published over the same period.7
Even in the two most recent (at the time of writing), mammoth volumes in the field – The Routledge Companion to Twenty-First Century
Literary Fiction (O’Gormon and Eaglestone 2019) and The Cambridge
Companion to British Fiction 1980–2018 (Boxall 2019) – Jacobson is
only mentioned in passing, three times and twice, respectively. Peter
Ackroyd, Martin Amis, J.G. Ballard, Pat Barker, Julian Barnes, A.S.
Byatt, Angela Carter, Jonathan Coe, Jim Crace, Margaret Drabble,
John Fowles, Janice Galloway, Sarah Hall, Alan Hollinghurst, Ian
McEwan, Hilary Mantel, Kazuo Ishiguro, James Kelman, A.L. Kennedy, Hari Kunzru, Hanif Kureishi, Tom McCarthy, Jon McGregor,
David Mitchell, Caryl Phillips, Salman Rushdie, Will Self, Iain Sinclair, Ali Smith, Zadie Smith, Graham Swift, Rose Tremain, Sarah
Waters, Irvine Welsh and Jeanette Winterson have all had monographs and/or chapters in books dedicated to them, but not Jacobson.
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To date, the most substantial discussions of Jacobson’s work in
monographs are to be found in my own Post-War Jewish Fiction:
Ambivalence, Self-Explanation and Transatlantic Connections (2001),
and in Ruth Gilbert’s Writing Jewish: Contemporary British-Jewish Literature (2013). Whereas I focused on Peeping Tom, Gilbert is most
interested in Roots Schmoots, Kalooki Nights and The Finkler Question.
Her readings of these texts are perceptive and persuasive, although
her contention that Jacobson’s fiction ‘is dominated by a series of
hapless Jewish men who suffer repeated romantic and sexual humiliations at the hands of the heartless Aryan women whom they find
unbearably cruel and magnetically irresistible’ (Gilbert 2013: 6)
applies only to four of his novels at most and is rather reductive even
in those cases. She is on firmer ground with her other summary of
Jacobson’s distinctive contribution to the contemporary novel – ‘[i]n
his presentation of fraught gender relations, messy family lives, and
unsettling sexual desires, Jacobson . . . rewrites the English novel of
manners, turning it into a particularly British-Jewish comedy of bad
manners’ (107) – though even this more inclusive generalisation
doesn’t do justice to the range and reach of his work, which extends
beyond comedy, beyond manners and beyond the United Kingdom.
There is also an excellent discussion of some of Jacobson’s work in
Nadia Valman’s essay, ‘Jewish fictions’, in The Oxford History of the
Novel in English vol 7: British and Irish Fiction since 1940 (Boxall and
Cheyette 2018). Focusing on the ‘over-determination of post-war Jewish male sexuality’ in Jacobson’s fiction in The Mighty Walzer and
Kalooki Nights, Valman argues that ‘the narrative of being Jewish is
for Jacobson fundamentally the heroic drama of men engaged in
Oedipal struggle with their fathers, and in competition with other men,
processes that are profoundly impaired by the legacy of the Holocaust
and Jewish assimilation’ (Valman 2018: 357, 359). I certainly recognise the emphasis on ‘competition with other men’, about which I
will have more to say later, but I’m not sure how central the Oedipal
struggle is to Jacobson’s work; at any rate, the drama of Jacobson’s
male protagonists is more mock-heroic than heroic. Like Gilbert, Valman is more persuasive when engaging in detailed readings of texts
than when making generalisations about Jacobson’s work. For example,
she claims that the narrators of Jacobson’s novels are ‘all middle-aged
men reflecting on a lifetime of romantic and professional disaster’,
who ‘invariably transform material failure into moral triumph
through the sheer force of their wit’ (Valman 2018: 356). In fact, most
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of Jacobson’s novels are told by unnamed, omniscient third-person
narrators who are neither explicitly gendered nor assigned a particular age, while his protagonists, with whom Valman is presumably
conflating them, vary in age from their thirties to their nineties, and
two of them (Ailinn in J and Beryl in Live a Little) are women, albeit
both these novels were published after Valman’s essay and in both
works they share the spotlight with men (Kevern and Shimi, respectively). Moreover, Valman’s description of the transformation of
‘material failure into moral triumph’ is fundamentally misleading:
with the exceptions of No More Mr Nice Guy and The Mighty Walzer,
which have bittersweet endings, and The Making of Henry and Live a
Little, which offer a redemption, albeit of a qualified kind, to their
protagonists, the denouements of Jacobson’s novels tend to be rather
bleak, with their protagonists frequently being punished either metaphorically or literally (as in Redback, Who’s Sorry Now? and The Act of
Love), often estranged from lovers and family members, sometimes
depressed and occasionally suicidal.
In Michael Woolf’s essay ‘Negotiating the self: Jewish fiction in
Britain since 1945’, in the collection Other Britain, Other British (Lee
1995), there is a page-long discussion of Coming From Behind, in
which Woolf argues that Sefton Goldberg’s ‘comic fate is without religious or spiritual dimension and is defined only negatively’ and that
he is ‘an amalgamation of stereotypes that combine to create a lurid
portrait of the Jew which exploits anti-semitic stereotypes and through
comedy subverts and transforms them into laughter’ (Woolf 1995:
139). The grammatical awkwardness of this latter clause, in which
‘stereotypes’ are said to combine to create a ‘portrait’ which ‘exploits
. . . stereotypes’, seems to betray a semantic confusion: Woolf’s diction (‘defined only negatively’ and ‘lurid’, as well as the aforementioned repetition of ‘stereotypes’) seems to be tending towards a
condemnation of Jacobson’s work, but the sentence concludes with
an apparent recuperation of Jacobson’s poetics.
In his essay ‘What the porter saw: On the academic novel’, Bruce
Robbins reads Coming From Behind as part of a ‘masculinist backlash
against feminism, homosexuality and “political correctness”’, which
manifests itself in an ‘over-strenuous insistence on the hero’s heterosexuality, or his heroic refusal to be political correct [sic] about homosexuality’ (Robbins 2006: 259, 260). Again, the rhetorical awkwardness
of Robbins’ prose – repeating the cliché of ‘political correctness’ in
successive sentences, the first time with scare quotes and the second
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time in the form of a solecism – suggests the strain in his interpretation of the novel.
In The Cambridge Introduction to Modern British Fiction 1950–2000
(Head 2002), there is a single paragraph on Peeping Tom but no mention of Jacobson in the brief section devoted to ‘Jewish-British Writing’ or elsewhere, while in Bryan Cheyette’s essay on ‘British-Jewish
writing and the turn towards the diaspora’, there are brief mentions
of Jacobson ‘rewr[iting] the campus novel in Coming from Behind . . .
and Judais[ing] the fiction of Thomas Hardy and Charles Dickens in
Peeping Tom . . . and The Mighty Walzer’ and then later of Jacobson’s
‘comically empty characterisation of Jewishness as the Other to Englishness in his early fiction’ contrasting with the ‘comprehensive
account of the myriad versions of diasporic and national Jewishness
in his Roots Schmoots’ (Cheyette 2004: 709, 710, 711).
There are also a number of brief discussions of Jacobson in The
Edinburgh Companion to Modern Jewish Fiction (Brauner and Stähler
2015). Axel Stähler uses Jacobson’s statement that ‘Israel exists only
poetically, in the imaginations of those who cannot adequately
describe themselves without it’ (cited in Stähler 2015a: 237) as the
departure point for, and one of the structuring themes of, his essays
on the representation of Israel in British Jewish Fiction prior to, and
following, the first Lebanon War of 1982. In the second of these
essays Stähler includes an intelligent reading of The Finkler Question,
situating it in relation to work by fellow British Jewish authors Bernice Rubens and Clive Sinclair (Stähler 2015b). In the same volume,
Sue Vice’s essay on British Jewish Holocaust fiction has a section
devoted to Kalooki Nights, in which she concludes that the novel’s
‘mixture of diegetic and extra-diegetic echoes of Renno’s career in the
person of Manny Washinsky presents an overdetermined view of
British Jewish responses to the Holocaust’ (Vice 2015: 274).8
In addition to these sections of book chapters, there have been a
handful of journal articles devoted to Jacobson’s work, albeit almost
invariably in conjunction with another writer.9 Two of these articles
have looked at Jacobson alongside the American Jewish novelist
Michael Chabon. The first of these, Andrzej Gasiorek’s ‘Michael Chabon, Howard Jacobson, and Post-Holocaust fiction’, explores the ways
in which Kalooki Nights and Chabon’s The Amazing Adventures of Kavalier and Clay (2000) ‘address themselves to the displaced effects of the
Holocaust: survivor guilt, the experience of childhood in the shadow of
its memory, the sense of devastation that pervades postwar Jewish
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communities, the unbridgeable gaps between the experiences of postwar children and their parents or grandparents’ (Gasiorek 2012: 881).
Gasiorek argues that both novels ‘draw on the resources of realism but
go beyond it by turning to the fantastic and the grotesque and by engaging with the ethics of contemporary fictional modes through ekphrasis’ (899), resulting in works in which, paradoxically, ‘the Holocaust is
both known and not known, both acknowledged and warded off’ (882).
Gasiorek is particularly good on the self-reflexive aspects of Kalooki
Nights, pointing out that ‘Kalooki Nights doesn’t try to represent the
Holocaust in its totality but rather addresses the question of how it
might now be talked about, how its multiple consequences might be
faced, and what the political implications are of current depictions of it’
(881) – and he finishes with some brief, thoughtful reflections on how
these issues recur in The Finkler Question – but he doesn’t do justice to
the sheer comic chutzpah of Kalooki Nights.
More recently, Mike Witcombe, in ‘A comedy of eruvs: (Re)Locating Jewish identity in Michael Chabon’s The Yiddish Policemen’s Union
and Howard Jacobson’s J’ has argued that in these novels ‘the blurring of home space boundaries . . . takes place in an analogous manner to the complex, dialogic negotiations of identity that take place in
eruvin’ (Witcombe 2016: 30). For Witcombe, ‘J represents an extension of a playful attitude towards themes of space and Jewish identity
that Jacobson has been honing throughout his long career’ (33).
Moreover, Witcombe identifies ‘a sense of deliberate excess that has
been largely ignored by reviewers and critics thus far; its sense of
zaniness prevents the novel from sliding into the polemical critique
that many dystopian novels are rooted in’ (32). ‘Zaniness’ doesn’t
seem to me quite the right word for what is a sober, and sobering,
book, but Witcombe’s point about ‘deliberate excess’ is very perceptive: J is a novel of proliferating texts, paratexts and subtexts that
seem to spill over, and out of, its narrative context.
In ‘No laughing matter: Humor and the Holocaust in Woody Allen,
Shalom Auslander, and Howard Jacobson’, Chris Madden identifies
in all three artists ‘a marked tendency to foreground what Dominic
LaCapra calls “empathic unsettlement,” an affective response to traumatic history orchestrated by the stylistic and formal characteristics of
an artwork in ways that resist full identification with the experience of
the victim’ (Madden 2019: 29). Madden argues that Kalooki Nights
‘complicates Henri Bergson’s assertion that “laughter requires an indifference, a detachment from sensibility and emotion”’, suggesting that

Downloaded from manchesterhive.com © Copyright protected
it is illegal to copy or distribute this document

Introduction

13

irony works in Jacobson’s novel to make the ‘heart . . . dynamically alive’
through laughter, rather than in spite of it (37). Madden is persuasive on
the complexity of the novel’s comedy but I’m not sure that LaCapra’s
theoretical framework does the work Madden wants it to in relation to
Jacobson’s novel, partly because it is predicated on the notion that ‘victims’ of ‘traumatic history’ can be easily identified as such, whereas
Kalooki Nights troubles and ultimately destabilises these terms.
Hannah Gallant, in her essay ‘Covenant and female sexuality in
Howard Jacobson’s Shylock is My Name and Elizabeth Nunez’s Prospero’s Daughter’, mystifyingly claims that Jacobson’s novel ‘explores
Jewish heritage, with a specific focus on female purity and sexuality
as a means of maintaining this heritage through bloodline’, concluding that, like Nunez’s rewriting of The Tempest, it ‘expose[s] the potential pitfalls of promoting exclusive identity groups without first
considering how these identity groups use racism and gender
inequality to perpetuate their existence’ (Gallant 2019: 100). At the
time of writing, I have only been able to access what appears to be the
abstract for the essay, rather than the essay itself, so it may be that the
final piece reveals subtleties that are not immediately apparent, but
on the face of it this seems to be a case of a text being crowbarred
awkwardly into an over-determined reading in the service of a political agenda. There are many debates that might be staged on the sexual
politics of Shylock is My Name, but it is too dialogical and open-ended
a text to represent the kind of conservative ideological/theological
values with which Gallant seems to want to invest it.
Unlike these other articles, which all place Jacobson in dialogue
with American, usually American Jewish, contemporaries, Axel
Stähler juxtaposes his work with that of a fellow British Jewish novelist, Clive Sinclair. In ‘Antisemitism and Israel in British Jewish fiction: Perspectives on Clive Sinclair’s Blood Libels (1985) and Howard
Jacobson’s The Finkler Question (2010)’, Stähler suggests that for
Jacobson ‘Israel has been turned into an abstract concept, an abbreviation for, and a transnational marker of, Jewishness, which has an
enormous impact on the construction of Jewish identities also in
Britain’ (Stähler 2013: 116). Taking his cues from Jacobson’s own
comments on the ‘intellectual violence’ of some of the discourse circulating in Britain in recent years over the Israel/Palestine conflict,
Stähler situates his reading of The Finkler Question in the context of ‘a
pervasive latter-day antisemitism which has indeed steadily grown in
the wake of anti-Zionist sentiments’ (122), while at the same time
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arguing that ‘the British Jewish imaginary of Israel’ (121) needs to be
understood ‘not only in the context of contemporary British Jewish cultural creativity but also of the earlier literary engagement with Israel
in British Jewish fiction’ (112). This latter point is particularly important: in the other journal articles on Jacobson he is read in a transnational context, but Stähler reminds us that his representations of
antisemitism and Israel are part of a tradition of British Jewish writing
that is often overlooked.
Why has so little of substance been written on Jacobson? I suspect
it has something to do with the fact that his work is not easily accommodated in any of the dominant paradigms of academic discourse on
contemporary fiction in the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries: namely, postmodernism, postcolonialism, trauma theory and
the historiographical turn. It might also be partly because Jacobson
often seems to stand apart from most of his contemporaries. He is
neither a social realist nor a postmodernist; he writes compulsively
about ethnicity, but an ethnicity that has, historically, not had much
critical currency in the British academy; and he is a comic writer to
an extent that does not apply to any of the other writers mentioned in
the list at the beginning of this section – with the exceptions of Martin
Amis and Jonathan Coe – which is something of a handicap while
there remains a reluctance in the literary establishment to take comic
writers seriously. As Nick Rennison puts it in his entry on Jacobson
in Contemporary British Novelists: ‘[t]he idea persists that no writer as
funny as Jacobson is . . . can be thought of, in the final analysis, as a
“serious” novelist’ (Rennison 2004: 97–98). To his credit, Rennison
concludes by challenging this idea, arguing that ‘his novels . . . have
always been seriously funny and any critique of his work needs to
take that essential seriousness as its starting point’ (98).
Given the relative dearth of scholarship on Jacobson, the reviews of
his work assume particular importance in any consideration of his
critical reputation. Rather than attempting to trace the reception of
each of his novels, I will draw attention to some of the main trends in
these reviews. From the outset, Jacobson has been acclaimed, often
even by those who are otherwise grudging in their praise, as a great
prose stylist. In the only review of The Very Model of a Man to begin to
do it justice, Jonathan Kirsch reflects on the way that ‘Jacobson . . .
picks up words as if they were gemstones, turns them over in the
light, peers deeply into their structure and shows us how they sparkle’ (Kirsch 1995: 4), writing with alliterative ardour of the way in
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which ‘our senses are sometimes pricked, sometimes pampered, but
we are always pumped along by Jacobson’s throbbing prose’ (Kirsch
1995: 4). Less poetic, but sometimes no less effusive, tributes to
Jacobson’s style are to be found in Alex Ivanovitch’s review of No
More Mr Nice Guy (‘Jacobson’s prose . . . grapples intelligently with
bread-and-butter English and . . . speaks Frank’s endless bad faith
in a way that leaves us nicely on our toes’ [Ivanovitch 1998: 86]);
Hephzibah Anderson’s review of Who’s Sorry Now? (‘its prose pulsates with fresh images’ [Anderson 2002: 99]); Nicholas Lezard’s
review of The Mighty Walzer (‘Jacobson’s cadences, rhythms and
vocabulary [are] . . . a particularly rich broth of Mancunian Yiddish’
[Lezard 2000]); Will Buckley’s review of Kalooki Nights (‘prose sharper
and brighter than any of his contemporaries’ [Buckley 2006: 23]);
Tim Souster’s review of The Act of Love (‘Jacobson’s prose crackles
with intelligence and exuberance’ [Souster 2008: 20]); Edward Docx’s
and Tom Adair’s reviews of The Finkler Question (‘beautifully written
. . . the prose a subtle delight, the word selection everywhere perfect’
[Docx 2010: 37], ‘the wittiest, most poignant and sharply intelligent
comic prose in the English language’ [Adair 2010: 7]); Nicholas
Lezard’s review of Whatever It Is, I Don’t Like It (‘Jacobson is one of
the great sentence-builders of our time’ [Lezard 2012: 16]); James
Walton’s review of J (‘Sentence by sentence, he remains perhaps the
best British author around’ [Walton 2014]); Phil Brown’s review of
Shylock is My Name (‘elastic precision’ [Brown 2016: 12]); and Tim
Adams’ review of Live a Little (‘virtuoso way with words’ [Adams 2019]).
Other reviewers seem to find Jacobson’s eloquence suspect, suggesting that the facility with which he writes has somehow narrowed
the remit, or limited the ambition, of his work. Jonathan Derbyshire
calls him ‘a gifted phrase-maker’, but one who ‘sometimes seems
addicted to his own fluency and funniness, essentially a voluptuary of
complaint’ (Derbyshire 2006: 32). In her review of No More Mr Nice
Guy, Mary Loudon argues that there is a mismatch between Jacobson’s linguistic brilliance and his ambition:
[Jacobson is] one of the funniest writers alive . . . When his writing
works it absolutely pulsates with nerve and edge; it is colossal in its
comic precision; at its best it simply tears you apart. Yet the anger with
which it is fuelled is also its flaw, for there is surely self-destruction at
work when a writer capable of such parodic breadth and depth cannot
pick on a subject his own size, choosing instead something far too
small for his mighty talent. (Loudon 1998: 39)

Downloaded from manchesterhive.com © Copyright protected
it is illegal to copy or distribute this document

16

Howard Jacobson

This is an odd judgement that simultaneously makes grand claims for
Jacobson and undermines those claims. It is not clear to me what the
relationship is between the ‘anger’ that Loudon identifies in Jacobson’s work and the ‘self-destruction’ that she sees as its result. Moreover, the tensions in the passage manifest themselves in some
puzzling formulations: ‘parodic breadth and depth’ is something of
an oxymoron, since parody is a mode of writing that tends, by its
nature, to have a very specific purview, one that is reliant on a particular source text or author; and the imperative ‘pick on someone your
own size’ is ordinarily used to reproach a bully who is terrorising
someone more vulnerable than themself, so that Loudon’s adaptation
of it as a way of urging Jacobson to aspire to a ‘subject’ more commensurate with his ‘mighty’ talent is at best jarring, at worst nonsensical.
The other striking aspect of Loudon’s critique is that it contrasts
starkly with the complaint of James Wood that Jacobson ‘cannot take
his foot off the exaggeration pedal’ (Wood 2010: 86) and the similar
claim by Anthony Cummins that ‘[o]verstatement is key to Jacobson’s
style . . . hyperbole is just a habit’ (Cummins 2012). At any rate, Jacobson himself would probably not concede that the habit of hyperbole is
necessarily a problem for a novelist. In his introduction to the 2004
Vintage Classic edition of Joseph Heller’s Catch-22 (1961), Jacobson
locates Heller in a tradition of comic novelists ‘that begins with Rabelais and gets a second wind with Dickens’, whose work is characterised by ‘inexhaustibility and seeming garrulousness’ (Jacobson 2004a: v)
and by ‘extravagance and verbal excess’, qualities of which he says: ‘If
those are faults, we say, then hang the virtues’ (vi). There have been
other dissenting voices – Leo Robson expresses irritation at what he
sees as Jacobson’s fondness for ‘the glib thrill of the one-sentence
paragraph’ (Robson 2010: 52), while Noah Richler baldly asserts that
‘Zoo Time is execrably written’ (Richler 2012: W.P.15), without any
elaboration – but in general reviewers of Jacobson’s work have regarded
his style as his greatest strength and have been more equivocal about
his plotting and characterisation.
A common complaint among reviewers of Jacobson’s fiction has
been that his novels are not well-plotted. In some cases, this has been
cited as evidence of larger failings, as in the scathing reviews of Zoo
Time by Theo Tait, who observes that ‘the plot is minimal, and largely
circular’ (Tait 2012: 9) and Noah Richler, who finds that ‘[p]lot is in
short shrift [sic]’ (Richler 2012: W.P.15). For both Tait and Richler, the
alleged weakness of its plot was the least of the novel’s offences, albeit
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significant enough to note. More commonly, however, problems with
the plot have been cited as caveats to otherwise positive reviews.
Humphrey Carpenter thought aspects of Coming From Behind ‘flawless’ but felt that ‘in the matter of comic plotting . . . [it] seemed to . . .
fail’ (Carpenter 1984: 23); John Sutherland found Redback ‘as funny
as its predecessors but less evenly so’, as a consequence of a narrative
of ‘considerable length . . . moving episodically and fitfully across
vast areas of time and space’ (Sutherland 1986: 13). In his review of
No More Mr Nice Guy, Bryan Cheyette observed that ‘[a]t his best,
Jacobson’s fiction is pure entertainment, not strong on character or
plot, but jam-packed with exuberant wit and comic invention’
(Cheyette 1998b: 6); in his review of Shylock is My Name, Adam Lively
praises many aspects of the novel before adding the qualification:
‘Unfortunately, there is also the plot’ (Lively 2016: 47); in her review
of The Making of Henry, Helen Rumbelow laments that ‘[t]he plot
meanders as much as Henry, failing to deliver a strong narrative’,
while at the same time referring to ‘the sheer pleasure of reading a
book that is so nearly great’ (Rumbelow 2004: 14). If for Rumbelow
the weakness of its plot prevents The Making of Henry from being
truly ‘great’, for Michael Bywater the flimsiness of the novel’s architecture paradoxically highlights the brilliance of the book:
The bare scaffolding of the plot is no more than a collection of poles and
planks: people working away, the occasional crash, cries of alarm, the
laborious hammering of life. Behind the dust-sheets Jacobson is presiding, with absolute authority and control, over the construction of a masterpiece. (Bywater 2006: 24)

What Bywater implies here – that plotting for Jacobson is not so
much a weakness as an unnecessary distraction – is made explicit in
Eileen Battersby’s review of Who’s Sorry Now?, in which she observes
that the plot is ‘tissue-thin’ as a result more of indifference than
incompetence: ‘Jacobson’s grasp of [plot] is about as shaky, or as
deliberately irrelevant as it could be’ (Battersby 2002: 59).
These sentiments echo Jacobson’s own pronouncements on plot,
which he has dismissed as a ‘superfluous distraction’ (Jacobson
1989b: 42), or, as the narrator of The Making of Henry puts it: ‘nothing more than the way things turn out, a mere arbitrary intrusion
into the game of life’ (Jacobson 2005a: 268). In a public question-andanswer session as part of the Guardian’s Book Club feature on Kalooki
Nights, Jacobson told John Mullan, ‘I abominate plot’ (Mullan 2010: 6),
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a bald statement on which he has elaborated in a number of interviews, claiming to be not ‘very interested in action’ (Fraser 2019), and
to ‘want to write . . . sentences’ but ‘never really . . . to write a story’
(Jacobson 2019b). As he put it in an article in the Guardian: ‘[m]any
a trivial novel has been written about an important subject, and many
a profound one about nothing in particular’ (Jacobson 2015b: 17).
Whether it is the result of a carefully considered credo or a convenient rationale, it is clear that Jacobson is a writer for whom voice, in
all its discursive, digressive dynamism, has always taken priority over
the imperatives of storytelling.
With the odd exception – Humphrey Carpenter, albeit on the limited evidence of Jacobson’s first two novels, thought that his ‘forte is
character-drawing of a lovingly vicious kind’ (Carpenter 1984: 23)
and Holly Baxter ‘found [her]self caring deeply for the characters [in
Live a Little], and even shedding a tear’ (Baxter 2019) – characterisation has no more been regarded as one of Jacobson’s strengths as a
novelist than plot, but again there is no consensus on the extent to
which this damages his credentials as a novelist. Jacobson has repeatedly inveighed against what he has referred to as ‘reading-group
inanities’: namely the notion that the measure of success when it
comes to fictional characters is whether readers can easily identify
with them and/or find them likeable (Jacobson 2012a: 263). For
Jacobson, ‘[e]ncountering what is not you, indeed what might well be
inimical to you, is one of the first reasons for reading anything’
(Jacobson 2012a: 267). Some reviewers do indeed object to his characterisation in these terms but others make more formalist objections.
James Wood, for example, detects ‘a second-hand quality to Jacobson’s
portraiture’, so that ‘one feels that Bellow or Malamud might achieve
in one paragraph what Jacobson struggles toward in an entire scene’
(Wood 2010: 86). The use of Saul Bellow and Bernard Malamud as a
yardstick by which to measure Jacobson might perhaps have been
seen as a back-handed compliment, were it not for the fact that elsewhere in his review of The Finkler Question Wood invokes the third
member of the great triumvirate of post-war American Jewish fiction
to damn Jacobson, claiming that the novel is ‘much influenced by the
histrionic pugilism of Philip Roth’s weaker novels’ (Wood 2010: 86).
That Jacobson is heavily influenced by Roth is not in question (I will
explore this influence in detail in Chapter 3) but there is little, in my
view, either histrionic or pugilistic about The Finkler Question. On the
contrary, it is a nuanced, profoundly dialogical novel and contains, in
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the Holocaust survivor, grieving widower and erstwhile Hollywood
gossip columnist Libor Sevcik, one of Jacobson’s most moving, complex portraits. Other critics have noted that, as Battersby puts it,
‘Jacobson is not too committed to characterisation’ (Battersby 2002:
59) without suggesting that this makes him a failure as a novelist.
Cheyette, as we have seen above, is one example; Adam Lively, who
refers to the Christian characters in Shylock is My Name as ‘cut-outs’
while acclaiming the novel as a whole as a ‘sly success’, is another
(Lively 2016: 47). Sometimes the criticism of his characterisation is
couched in terms of a deficiency of sympathy with women, for example in David Herman’s review of Who’s Sorry Now?, when he claims
that ‘Jacobson doesn’t do women terribly well’ (Herman 2002: 29),
although Battersby refutes this charge, insisting that Jacobson ‘writes
good female characters who invariably attempt to help and/or heal
the anti-heroic Jacobson alter ego’ (Battersby 2010: 5). There is of
course an ambiguity over Battersby’s use of the term ‘good’ here:
does she mean that the female characters are virtuous or convincing
psychologically, or both?
This question of the relationship between ethics and aesthetics is
one that manifests itself most forcefully in those reviews, of which
there are many, that characterise Jacobson as a misogynist. These
reviews might be broadly divided into two categories: those for whom
Jacobson’s alleged (mis)representation of women poisons his work
and those who see it as a flaw, but not a fatal one. Typical of this latter
position is Jonathan Bate, who praises aspects of The Mighty Walzer
but laments that ‘Jacobson fails to detach himself from the resentment that seethes within his protagonist . . . this takes the form of a
misogyny that is more than laddishness in the Amis mould’ (Bate
1999: 19). How exactly Bate knows that Jacobson has failed to detach
himself from his protagonist is a mystery (does he have access to
Jacobson’s inner thoughts and feelings?), but even more baffling is
how Bate reaches the conclusion that ‘resentment . . . seethes’ in Walzer, given that the novel is suffused with a warm nostalgia and that
the grievances that its protagonist does voice are invariably self-satirical in tone. Perhaps it is the association with Martin Amis’s ‘laddishness’ (itself also self-satirical, it should be said) that leads Bate down
this path, but at any rate it seems to me a blind alley. In an otherwise
favourable review of Who’s Sorry Now?, Alex Clark at one point asks:
‘Is the entire novel . . . an apology for adulterers – male adulterers –
whose response to accusations of misogyny is that, on the contrary,
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they love women?’ (Clark 2002). If it is an ‘apology for adulterers’, in
the sense of a justification, then it isn’t a particularly effective one,
given that, as Bryan Cheyette points out, ‘[i]t is the men who are sorry
now, as they continually and heedlessly fail the various women in
their lives’ (Cheyette 2002: 21) and, as he might have added, it is the
men who end up humbled and humiliated. Yet Clark is arguably onto
something when she exposes the disingenuousness of responding to
accusations of misogyny by saying that you love women. This is a
point forcefully made by Lynn Barber, too, when she points out that
Jacobson ‘often says he loves [women] . . . their high-heeled shoes,
their frothy underwear, their shiny lipstick, the way they throw their
heads back when they laugh’ before ‘wondering how he’d react if I
said “I love Jews” in the same way. Would he feel flattered? Or would
he feel obscurely demeaned?’ (Barber 2012: 22).10 This is of course a
criticism of Jacobson the man rather than Jacobson the writer, but in
practice the two are often conflated, particularly in the more damning
reviews, such as the vicious one of Zoo Time by Randy Boyagoda, in
which he composes a spoof personal ad on behalf of the author: ‘Misgoynistic, child-hating writer with poorly-concealed sexual feelings
for mother-in-law . . . seeks sophisticated, sympathetic readers desirous of that rare pleasure of being derided with glee by said writer for
presuming to be sophisticated and sympathetic enough to appreciate
his degrading situation as manly writer’ (Boyagoda 2012: C.8).
Crude as this ad hominem attack is, the charges of misogyny and
of being a narrowly ‘manly writer’ are ones that Jacobson has taken to
heart in the later stages of his career. In his interview with Barber,
Jacobson conceded that he worried that his ‘voice is too incessantly,
even naggingly sometimes, aggressively male’ (Jacobson in Barber
2012: 22). Two years later he told Jason Holmes that when he was
writing J ‘that masculinist voice that had driven so many of my novels
I suddenly did not want to occupy’ (Holmes 2014). In 2019, in an
interview with Katie Gibbons, he championed the joys of inhabiting
the character of a woman (Beryl Dusinberry) in Live a Little – ‘It’s
lovely not being a man anymore’ (Gibbons 2019) – a phrase that
seems archly to reflect on the hostile reception to the sexual politics
of some of his earlier fiction.
All this is a far cry from the essay he published in 2003, defending
‘the male writer who does not shroud his meaning in quiet intimations but says his say and unsubtly has his way with you’, a touch of
what he calls ‘the old manly’ as ‘a counterweight to all our new-found
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sensitivity’ (Jacobson 2003: 25). It is an even further cry from a piece
he published in 2000 in which he claimed that ‘[w]e were better
teachers and better students when we slept with one another’ and
earlier that ‘[t]here is a sort of propriety about sleeping with your lecturer’ (Jacobson 2000e: 7). Later, Jacobson retracted, regretting that
‘[i]t took me years to accept that that was wrong’ but then equivocating somewhat: ‘there is still an argument to be made [for sexual relationships between lecturers and students] . . . But they can also be
disastrous, and I saw some disastrous things. And I was party to – at
least one.’ (Vernon 2008: 46). In the same year, Jacobson confessed
that ‘there were pregnancies I had a stake in terminating’ (Jacobson
2008b: 46) and the following year he declared that he had ‘come
finally to accept that whatever the temptations of confidently beautiful students with challenging intelligences it behoves a professor to
resist them’, before once more qualifying his position: ‘Much good
came from these affairs, educationally, and without doubt much pleasure . . . but in the end there was too much damage’ (Jacobson 2009e:
34). When Lynn Barber brought up this history, Jacobson told her that
he was for years ‘absolutely convinced that there was nothing wrong
with it . . . But you are taking advantage of them, and I saw that it
made for some uncomfortable careers eventually’ (Barber 2012: 22).
This is a study of Jacobson’s work, not his life, and I am in complete
agreement with his assertion that ‘[a] book is a product of a self other
than the self we manifest in our habits, in our social life, in our vices
. . . the writer’s true self is manifested in his books alone’ (Jacobson
2012a: 229). But I also subscribe to his oft-expressed view that ‘[b]y
words, we come to know ourselves’ (Benn 2017); that the language we
use – the particular ways in which we express ourselves – always has
ethical implications. In this context, it is striking to note the uncharacteristic evasiveness and vagueness of the locutions that Jacobson
employs whenever he discusses the subject of sexual relations between
students and their teachers. The phrase ‘disastrous things’ begs more
questions than it answers – disastrous for whom? what things, precisely? – questions that are not clarified by the consequent admission
that he ‘was party to – at least one’. If ‘things’ are a euphemism for
abortions, as appears likely from the revelation that Jacobson ‘had a
stake’ in terminations, then the odd imprecision of ‘at least one’, coupled with the use of the plural ‘pregnancies’, suggests that Jacobson
either knows full well, but does not want to specify, how many abortions his affairs resulted in, or that he cannot recollect just how many
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of these cases there were. The sense that Jacobson does not wish to
take responsibility for this history is reinforced by the passive constructions and circumlocutions he uses when referring to it: he ‘was
party to’ and ‘had a stake’ in these events, testifying that ‘there was . . .
damage’ but not that he himself inflicted it; similarly, the grammatically curious shift into the second person – ‘you are taking advantage
of them’ – seems to deflect blame by turning it into a general phenomenon. There is an unmistakable reluctance wholeheartedly to disavow
his earlier position even as he appears to be doing so; a wistful note in
his description of ‘the temptations of confidently beautiful students’
and the recollection of the ‘pleasure’ that sex with them provided.
Finally, the reference to ‘uncomfortable careers’ seems to conflate the
‘damage’ done to students with the damage done to their teachers, an
implied equivalence that might be said to add insult to injury.
It is entirely possible for someone to demonstrate a sensitivity to
historical sexism – as Jacobson does, for example, when he denounces
‘[t]he age-old insults women have had to bear . . . that they are shrews,
termagants, viragos, even that they are sexually insatiable’ as the
product of ‘man’s fear of her power to disparage and discriminate’
(Jacobson 2017b: 7), or in his condemnation of US Supreme Court
nominee Brett Kavanaugh as ‘a man so belligerent and thin-skinned,
possessed of so grand a sense of entitlement, and so accustomed to
getting his own way’ (Jacobson 2018b) that the sexual-assault charges
against him seemed entirely plausible – and at the same time to
implicate oneself in that history. It is also true, as Jacobson reminds
us, that ‘thought in a novel is . . . different from thought in an essay . . .
in that it is more intimate and contingent, must chance its luck in the
dialectic of the drama, and is forever put to the test of circumstance,
just as the novel’s characters are’ (Jacobson 2010h). Does Jacobson’s
non-fiction have implications for his fiction (and vice versa)? Yes.
Should one determine how we read the other? No.
According to Germaine Greer, Jacobson is in fact ‘less misogynistic than he is misanthropic’ (Greer 1998: 21), and here again the line
between Jacobson the man and ‘Jacobson’ as a metonym for the body
of work that he has produced is a blurry one. For Terence Blacker,
Jacobson’s bleak worldview is the ultimate source of his comedy – he
praises his ‘[c]omic misanthropy’, which he claims is ‘funnier than
its sentimental, crowd-pleasing cousin’ and ‘contains more truth,
heart and genuine humanity’ (Blacker 1999: 4) – whereas Andrew
Anthony sees Jacobson’s comedy as offering relief from his
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misanthropy, ‘a get-out clause from what is otherwise a pessimistic
world view’ (Anthony 1999: 13). Yet they both represent Jacobson as
a grumpy old man, the poet of the disappointed and the dejected, the
laureate of ‘the person who can’t become what he wants to be, who is
missing the party, whom the big thing has passed by’, as David Herman puts it (Herman 2002: 29). Jacobson himself has certainly contributed to this notion, repeatedly proclaiming himself to ‘have been
miserable – and have prided [him]self on being miserable – for as
long as [he] can remember’ (Jacobson 2017b: 151), writing in praise of
‘melancholy’ as something that ‘restores dignity and refuses the tyranny of normative behaviour’ (Jacobson 2012a: 128) and projecting
an image of himself as lugubrious and irascible in his columns,
broadcasts and even in the poses that he strikes for photographs. In
this sense, in Jacobson’s fiction ‘[p]art of the tease is being made to
wonder how much author and protagonist do have in common’, as
Sam Thompson puts it (Thompson 2008: 37). Yet for many reviewers
there has been no ambiguity, no ‘tease’, but rather an unexamined
assumption that Jacobson’s fiction is autobiographical.
Time and again, reviews have drawn attention to the alleged resemblance between Jacobson and his characters. Sometimes such observations are made matter-of-factly, as in Bryan Cheyette’s observation
that the title of No More Mr Nice Guy ‘refers as much to its author as
its anti-hero’ (Cheyette 1998b: 6), Roger Boylan’s assertion that ‘his
characters . . . are, mostly, like him: male, English, Jewish, sex-obsessed,
and pretty disillusioned with life’ (Boylan 2011), or Matthew Norman’s
claim that Jacobson’s heroes are ‘invariably short and Jewish, driven
by a misplaced sense of shame, and from north Manchester . . . and
the offspring of a lovably noisy, gregarious semi-absentee father and
a quiet bookish mother’ (Norman 2004: 3). Whereas Boylan qualifies
his generalisation with the word ‘mostly’, Norman does the opposite,
using ‘invariably’ to invest his observation with an absolute authority
that does not stand up to scrutiny. Other reviewers accuse Jacobson
of writing thinly veiled autobiography as a way of indicting him for
larger crimes. For Adam Kirsch, ‘Jacobson is too personally implicated in [the] debate over Anglo-Jewish identity to be able simply to
laugh at it’ (Kirsch 2010), so that The Finkler Question becomes a
polemical intervention into a political controversy rather than a novel.
In his review of In the Land of Oz, Peter Craven reads Redback as a
roman-à-clef consisting of ‘pen portraits of the various individuals
who helped or hindered his academic career during the period when
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Australia enjoyed full employment and could afford to further the
fortunes of bright young men from Manchester’, from which he
infers that Jacobson is ‘self-obsessed’ (Craven 1988: 223). Similarly,
Theo Tait, in his review of Zoo Time, suggests that ‘Jacobson has a
limited talent for invention, and certainly very little inclination for it’
(Tait 2012: 9) and proceeds to launch a stinging ad hominem attack
on the author, claiming that reading his work feels ‘like being trapped
in a confined space with a particularly garrulous pervert’ (Tait 2012: 9)
and casting doubt on his credentials as a writer of fiction: ‘Jacobson
has many talents – as a rhetorician, a mud-slinger, a purveyor of fine
phrases and sprightly patter, as an indefatigable singer of the song of
himself. But is he a great novelist, or even a good one?’ (Tait 2012: 9).
The question with which Tait concludes his character assassination is
of course rendered rhetorical by what precedes it, an ironic enumeration of ‘talents’ which are in fact evidence of personal vices: narcissism (‘an indefatigable singer of the song of himself’), spitefulness
(‘mud-slinger’) and a superficial facility with language that fails to
disguise a glib emptiness (‘fine phrases and sprightly patter’). More
nuanced approaches to the relationship between autobiography and
fiction in Jacobson’s work are offered by Stephanie Merritt, for whom
‘Jacobson offers versions of autobiography through his characters’
(Merritt 2004) and Stephen Abell, who observes that Jacobson’s ‘thirdperson narrators somehow feel like first-person narrators: their outlook soon narrows to the single perspective of a central figure, in a
sort of proxy solipsism’ (Abell 2004: 19).
The refinement made by Merritt is important because it acknowledges that even the most autobiographical fiction is contingent and
hypothetical, but it nonetheless partakes in the fallacy to which so
many readers of Jacobson have fallen victim: namely, the idea that the
dominant mode of his fiction is first-person confessional. In fact, as
Abell perceptively points out, most of his fiction only feels like firstperson fiction because the third-person narratives are often focalised
through the perspective of the protagonists. Even this is only a partial
truth, however, for much of the ingenuity and playful ambiguity of
Jacobson’s work derives from the ways in which the narrative point of
view shifts, sometimes appearing to be in such close proximity with
that of the (anti-)hero as to be indistinguishable from it, while at
other times establishing an ironic distance between the two. Even in
the novels that do have first-person narrators, there is always an
implied authorial perspective. In the case of The Act of Love, the novel
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arguably turns on the difficulty of identifying that perspective. In his
review of the novel, Sam Thompson initially recognises the artifice of its
first-person voice – ‘Jacobson has imposed a highly polished, hyperarticulate style on himself by making his narrator an over-educated
aesthete with a neoclassical bent’ – before suggesting that this artifice
is employed for the sake of (autobiographical) convenience: ‘the
impression is of a glove-like fit between the narrator’s linguistic and
allusive range and the author’s’ (Thompson 2008: 36). Sarah Churchwell, in contrast, wrestles thoughtfully with the predicament presented by the novel, concluding ‘the sly achievement of this tricksy,
beautifully written book about the tedium of obsession is that I’m
still wondering whether having taken Felix seriously doesn’t mean
that the joke’s on me’ (Churchwell 2007).
The biographical fallacy is one of Jacobson’s bugbears. In an essay
on a biography of Shakespeare, he denounced ‘the febrile logic of
biographical scholarship’ (2017b: 157) and lamented its seductive
appeal: ‘Even the most sophisticated readers will forget all they know of
the difference between literature and life when biography perchance
shows its slip’ (158). For Jacobson, this susceptibility is symptomatic of
an imaginative deficit in contemporary culture, in which ‘everyone is
. . . convinced that the only story you have to tell is the story of your life’
(2012a: 305) and ‘[o]nly autobiography . . . truly authenticates a novel’
(Jacobson 2009c: 40). When he extols ‘the real truth of the imagination as opposed to the false truth of reality’, and insists that ‘[n]o matter
how like the I of reality the I in whose name I write is, he is still a construct’ (2012a: 159), Jacobson sounds rather like the postmodernists of
whom he is generally contemptuous. Yet the touchstones for his
defence of the autonomy of the novelist’s imagination are closer to
home, aesthetically. In his essay ‘Advice to a young artist: Don’t be
yourself’ he utilises a metaphor from Kafka’s story ‘The Burrow’:
‘Down you go into the deep dark tunnel which is writing . . . and so
long as you are down there, unsure, perplexed, not someone you recognise, not anyone at all, just a thing that burrows, you are happy’
(2017b: 200). This reference also recalls a metaphor that Philip Roth
used to distinguish his aesthetic from those of his most eminent peers –
‘John Updike and Saul Bellow hold their flashlights out into the world,
reveal the world as it is now. I dig a hole and shine my flashlight into
the hole’ (Plante 1984: 3) – as does Jacobson’s claim that ‘[i]f we did not
need to create alternative selves – counterlives – we would never bother
to fictionalise at all’ (Jacobson 1987b: 26).11
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If Jacobson has at times felt constrained to debunk the assumptions,
and defend himself against the attacks, of unsympathetic reviewers, he
has also not lacked for advocates over the years. Often, the praise has
focused particularly on his status as a comic writer, as in Alfred Hickling’s suggestion that ‘Jacobson’s true achievement is to take on the
mantle of our foremost comic complainant, in the great tradition of
Kingsley Amis and Evelyn Waugh’ (Hickling 2004: 26) or John Walsh’s
claim that he is ‘the funniest British novelist since Kingsley Amis or
Tom Sharpe’ (Walsh 2015: 94). For some admirers, however, no such
labels or comparisons are necessary. As early as 2002, David Herman
was confidently proclaiming Jacobson ‘one of Britain’s best post-war
writers’ (Herman 2002: 28) and Eileen Battersby was drawing attention to the scale of Jacobson’s ambition, which extended to ‘subverting
. . . all notions of narrative and fiction itself’ (Battersby 2002: 59).
Kalooki Nights was hailed as ‘a masterpiece’ by David Baddiel (Baddiel
2007: 3), ‘a novel of genius’ by Michael Bywater (Bywater 2006: 24)
and ‘the most intelligent and important novel to appear in this country
in years’ by A.C. Grayling (Grayling 2006: 13). Many of the most laudatory reviews of his work returned to one particular theme: namely, the
idea that he had been unjustly overlooked for the Booker Prize. The
trend began with Peeping Tom: Robert Nye proclaimed that it was ‘disgusting that this brilliant book is not in the running for the Booker’
(Nye 1984: 22), while Jonathan Keates referred to it, more mildly, as a
‘distinguished Booker absentee’ (Keates 1984: 25). Alan Franks concluded his review by lamenting the fact that it failed to make the Booker
shortlist ‘by a whisker’ (Franks 1984: 116–17), a phrase which was
taken up and amplified by Norman Lebrecht, who reported that it
‘missed the Booker shortlist by the thinnest of whiskers and The
Guardian fiction prize by an honourable mention’ (Lebrecht 1985: 46).
This refrain was taken up again with the publication of Who’s Sorry
Now?, by which time the prize had taken to publishing longlists of
titles before the final shortlist. Jacobson’s novel made it onto the former but not the latter, but in the intervening period it was installed as
the early bookmakers’ favourite, with Dalya Alberge reporting that
William Hill was ‘offering odds of 4–1 on it winning’ (Alberge 2002:
9). Later, Alfred Hickling offered a colourful explanation for its ultimate omission: ‘to check the veracity of the high-rise denouement . . .
the [Booker] judges downed manuscripts, hailed a cab and went for a
ride on the London Eye. There, poised 135 metres above the skyline,
they decided against the book’ (Hickling 2004: 26).
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By now, there seemed to be something of an unofficial campaign
to get Jacobson into contention for the prize, a campaign that gained
further traction when Kalooki Nights became the second of Jacobson’s
novels to be longlisted but not shortlisted. While Jacobson himself
expressed ambivalence towards the whole process, telling Rachel
Cooke that ‘[p]rizes are for children’, at the same time conceding that
‘as readers dwindle, the only glory comes from prizes’ (Cooke 2006: 23),
A.C. Grayling and David Baddiel expressed indignation on his behalf,
the former declaring that Jacobson belonged to ‘that small group of
writers whose superiority to the average seems to put him well
beyond the competence of Booker and Whitbread judges’ (Grayling
2006: 13), while the latter not only felt that the novel ‘should have
won the Booker Prize’ but aired the suspicion that it would have won,
had it ‘been written about any other ethnic minority’ (Baddiel 2007: 3).
When Jacobson’s next novel, The Act of Love, was published, Nicholas
Lezard called it ‘an almost frighteningly brilliant achievement’ and
wondered aloud: ‘Why did the Booker judges not recognize it?’
(Lezard 2009: 19). By the time The Finkler Question appeared, the
narrative of the Booker’s neglect of Jacobson was so well-established
that Matthew Syed was able to refer to the ‘consistent snubbing of
Jacobson by those who hand out baubles such as the Booker’ (Syed
2010: 11) without further elaboration. Of course, that novel changed
the narrative once and for all, Jacobson conceding belatedly that
Booker success was what ‘he has measured himself by ever since
publishing his first novel’ (Flanagan 2010: 27) and that he had begun
to fear that he was destined to be ‘the novelist that never ever won the
Booker prize’ (Brown 2010: 3), notwithstanding the greater claims
that Beryl Bainbridge, Ali Smith and William Trevor might have to
that label.12 The happy ending for Jacobson of the Booker story freed
him, financially, to prioritise his career as a novelist, and it is the fiction that is the main focus of this book, but before I turn to Jacobson
the novelist I want to consider briefly some of the other Jacobsons.
Jacobson as critic
Before he was a novelist, Jacobson was an academic and a critic.
However, it would be misleading to suggest that there was a clear
break between his former profession and his current one. Jacobson’s
first book, a co-authored study of Shakespeare, begins with a miniplay prefaced by a brief piece of narrative prose. Conversely, Jacobson’s
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novels are pervaded by an academic sensibility, crammed full of literary references and more detailed engagements with intertexts. Peeping Tom contains some penetrating, provocative criticism (in both the
academic and everyday sense of that word) of Hardy; The Very Model
of a Man is, in part, a rewriting of parts of Genesis; The Act of Love
explicitly situates itself in the tradition of the European novel of sexual obsession, from de Sade to Bataille; J is suffused with references
to other dystopian fiction and to Moby Dick; Shylock is My Name is
both a revisioning of Shakespeare’s The Merchant of Venice and a
cogent reading of it.
In addition to the critical engagement with other texts in his fiction, Jacobson has published two non-fiction books that combine
memoir, travelogue, cultural commentary and research: Seriously
Funny and Roots Schmoots, about which I will have more to say in
Chapter 1 and Chapter 3, respectively. He has also devoted numerous newspaper columns and occasional features to reflections on
art, literature, television and the practice of literary criticism itself.
On this last topic, Jacobson has on occasion expressed his appreciation for what he sees as a valuable and demanding activity: ‘distinguished criticism is rare; not because it is unessayed, but because it
is difficult to pull off’ (Jacobson 2002e: 33). More often, he has
lamented the way in which, in his view, ‘English as an academic
subject has lost its way . . . deconstructing itself into a relativism
which leaves its practitioners hungry for anything that looks like an
absolute’ (Jacobson 2005d: 16), claiming that ‘[a]mong disenchanted theorists of my acquaintance, there is evident, if uncomfortable, nostalgia for such Leavisite practices as close textual
analysis (otherwise known as reading) and holding the conviction
that some books more reward study than others’ (Jacobson 2002e:
33). His invocation of ‘Leavisite practices’ as the guarantor of a system of values that has been undermined by ‘theory’ is a theme that
runs through many of Jacobson’s interventions in this arena.
Whereas ‘close textual analysis’ is an inclusive, transparent process
that boils down to ‘reading’, theory ‘has spawned’ a set of insular,
exclusive discourses characterised by ‘obscurities – the sense one
has of initiates talking to initiates’ (Jacobson 2002d: 47). He has
denounced postmodernism as ‘a self-hating pathology’ (Jacobson
2001a: 2.6) and postcolonialism as an enterprise that ‘turned the
study of literature into grievance soup’ and destroyed the discipline:
‘[t]he day Eng. Lit. morphed into post-colonialism was the day the Lit.
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part died’ (Jacobson 2017b: 117).13 One of Jacobson’s favourite aphorisms is that if literature is termed ‘experimental’, then that means
that the experiment has failed.
Jacobson is similarly scathing, and for similar reasons, about what
he sees as the dominance of conceptual art in the late twentieth century and early twenty-first century. Art features prominently in a
number of Jacobson’s novels (a pivotal episode of The Act of Love
takes place in the Wallace Collection and the feud which develops
between two of the characters in Shylock is My Name revolves around
a proposed museum of British Jewish art and the ownership of a
particular painting) and in his non-fiction he writes in praise of artists as diverse as L.S. Lowry, Matisse and Philip Guston and in denigration of Gilbert and George, the Chapman brothers, Damien Hirst
and other members of the Young British Artists generation. He
returns perennially, however, to the Turner Prize, which represents
all that is anathema to Jacobson about contemporary art; one of his
bêtes noires is Nicholas Serota, who was Director of the Tate from
1988 to 2017.14 In ‘What things are for’, Jacobson quotes Serota proclaiming, of the art shortlisted for the Turner Prize, that ‘I don’t feel
any pressure to make it easier for ordinary people to understand’
(Jacobson 2012a: 194), before commenting sardonically: ‘Conceptual
art is not the thing you see, it is the strategic placing of a reference in
the history of a philosophical idea. Not for you to bother your little
uneducated head about, sonny Jim’ (194–95). Jacobson concludes the
piece by condemning the way in which, as he sees it, conceptual art
hermetically seals itself off:
Marooned in the sterility of his will – decreeing this idea, giving orders
for that – the conceptual artist fears the process of change and contradiction which is art’s justification. Hence the inertness of his work
when we stand before it – no trace anywhere of what else it might have
been or any argument it might be having with itself. (195–96)

There are two main objections here. Firstly, that the conceptual artist
is not a maker, but a tyrannical project manager, someone who
imposes ‘his will’ through decree and takes the credit for the labour
of those who carry out his orders. Secondly, that conceptual art is
over-determined: sterile, inert, inflexible, insular.
Such pronouncements might suggest that Jacobson is a reactionary, a cultural conservative who is temperamentally suspicious of,
and ideologically opposed to, innovation and radical thought, but this
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is, again, only one of many Jacobsons. Some of his novels – particularly Zoo Time and J – might easily be categorised as postmodernist,
while others – Peeping Tom, The Very Model of a Man, Shylock is My
Name – revisit canonical texts with an irreverence that sometimes
shades into iconoclasm. Kalooki Nights fearlessly skewers some of the
shibboleths that surround the Holocaust, while Who’s Sorry Now?
and The Act of Love deconstruct many of the conventional pieties with
which marriage, adultery, jealousy and desire are neutralised. His
journalism, too, reveals a restless intellect that is, to paraphrase
Jacobson’s comments on conceptual art, constantly having an argument with itself.
Jacobson as journalist
For most of his career, Jacobson, in common with most other contemporary ‘serious’ or ‘literary’ novelists, has had to supplement the
income from his fiction by other means. While others have taken up
academic or creative writing posts at universities, Jacobson has been
a prolific journalist, writing a series of regular features and columns
for a number of different newspapers, as well as occasional longer
pieces. In the 1980s he wrote a regular feature for The Times with the
appropriately equivocal tagline ‘However . . .’; in the 1990s he wrote
a series of travel pieces for the Sunday Times and began a weekly column in the Independent which was to run for seventeen years; since
the demise of that newspaper, he has had more short-lived columns
in the Guardian and the American Jewish online magazine, Tablet. In
his introduction to the first of two collections of his Independent columns, Whatever It Is, I Don’t Like It, Jacobson commented:
Novelists are not here to have opinions; our job is to submit opinion to
the comic drama of ambiguity and contradiction, and I have all along
conceived these pieces as more like little novels than articles . . . some
read like conversations, assuming a commonality of seriousness and
exasperation between the reader and the writer that underlies whatever
laughter we share. (Jacobson 2012a: xiii–xiv)

It is certainly true that Jacobson’s journalism, like his fiction, is full
of tensions, ambiguities and contradictions. It is also characterised
by certain rhetorical mannerisms, such as the use of the first-person
plural rather than the first-person singular, and the frequent address
of the reader, both of which imbue the columns with an arch formality,

Downloaded from manchesterhive.com © Copyright protected
it is illegal to copy or distribute this document

Introduction

31

while at the same time appealing to that ‘commonality . . . between
the reader and the writer’ to which Jacobson refers. Moreover, the
‘comic drama’ and ‘laughter’ which Jacobson cites as central to his
journalistic practice depends partly on the cumulative details that a
regular reader of his columns might piece together to form an
impression of the character of the author; on the construction and
performance of a persona that is invoked in the title of this collection,
a comically lugubrious, opinionated misanthrope in the tradition of
Tony Hancock.
Yet not all of Jacobson’s columns are comic in tone or topic. The
subject he has returned to most often over the years has been that of
Israel/Palestine. In 1993 he condemned the Israeli treatment of the
Palestinians by implicitly invoking the Holocaust, asking rhetorically
‘Have we been through the fires and learnt nothing? Do we possess,
after all we have undergone, no imagination for equivalence?’ (1993a:
333) and in 2001 he denounced the influence of ‘settlers, mostly
American and born-again, garbed in some parody of 18th-century
Jewish peasant dress, pointing to the Bible with their rifle butts, finding justification for what they have stolen in holy writ’ (Jacobson
2001b: 13). In the same piece, however, Jacobson lamented the fact
that, as he saw it, ‘the partial silence of enlightened Jews has allowed
it to be assumed, beyond question almost everywhere, the story of
Arab/Israeli conflict is onedimensional [sic], a story of the oppressed
and their oppressors’ (Jacobson 2001b: 13). Since then, he has repeatedly called out what he sees as the demonisation of Israel and the
ways in which anti-Zionism can be used as an alibi for antisemitism.
Although he is always careful to acknowledge that ‘[i]t is assuredly
not anti-Semitic to be critical of Israel’, he is clear that the tendency
to ‘equate Zionism with the Third Reich’, an increasingly common
trope in the discourse of Middle Eastern politics, ‘assuredly is’ (Jacobson
2001b: 13). For Jacobson, criticism of Israel has become increasingly
tendentious and disproportionate, a trend exemplified by the labelling of Israel as an apartheid and racist state, and by the analogy
between Israeli oppression of the Palestinians and the Nazi persecution of the Jews. For Jacobson, this analogy is not simply inaccurate
(whatever crimes have been committed in the occupied territories, in
Gaza and on the West Bank, they do not constitute an attempt at systematic extermination) but disingenuous and insidious, motivated by
a ‘desire to hurt Israel in its Jewishness’ (Jacobson 2005b: 13). Ultimately, Jacobson argues, the invocation of the Holocaust in the
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context of Israel constitutes a sort of Holocaust denial by stealth:
alleging that present-day Jews are committing genocidal acts implies
that the Nazi genocide was a sort of punishment by anticipation, retroactively ‘mak[ing] the Jews the authors of their own calamity’,
thereby cancelling out their own historical suffering (Jacobson
2005b: 13). For Jacobson, this warped logic was exemplified most
egregiously in Caryl Churchill’s play Seven Jewish Children: A Play for
Gaza (2009), whose ending – ‘a grotesque tableau of blood-soaked
triumphalism: Jews reveling [sic] in the deaths of Palestinians . . .
rejoicing in the slaughter of Palestinian babies’ – invoked the blood
libel in what Jacobson argued was an example of how ‘propaganda
turns sinister when it offers to be art’ (Jacobson 2009d: 6).15
Although Jacobson is certainly not an apologist for Israeli government policy (he has been a vocal critic of Netanyahu and his Likud
party in general, and of their escalation of illegal settlements in the
West Bank in particular), his interventions in these debates have led
to him becoming, or at least being perceived by sections of the media
and social media as, a de facto spokesperson for British Jews on other
controversial issues, such as the row over antisemitism in the Labour
Party during Jeremy Corbyn’s term as leader. As Jacobson has wryly
observed, ‘it isn’t in my nature to be non-confrontational’ (Jacobson
2012a: xiii) and his has been one of the loudest voices in the chorus
of disapproval of Corbyn’s handling of allegations of widespread
antisemitism within the party, appearing, together with the eminent
historians Simon Schama and Simon Sebag Montefiore and other
Jewish public figures, as one of the signatories of two letters, originally published in The Times in 2017 and the Observer in 2019 but
subsequently widely reprinted and reported, denouncing the spread
of antisemitism ‘under the cloak of so-called anti-Zionism’ and ‘the
antisemitism that lies like a pool of poison in the party’s soul’, respectively (Jacobson et al. 2017, 2019).
Jacobson as public intellectual
That Jacobson’s name appeared at the head of the list of co-authors of
these letters alongside that of Schama, a ubiquitous presence in arts
broadcasting in Britain for many years, testifies to his status as one of
the leading public intellectuals of our time. This aspect of Jacobson’s
career began in the 1990s when he wrote and presented two television series, Roots Schmoots (1993) and Seriously Funny (1997), based
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on his books on Jewishness and comedy, respectively, as well as a
one-off programme in the Without Walls Channel 4 series entitled
‘Sorry, Judas’, which explored the Christian roots of antisemitism
through the representation of Judas Iscariot. His public profile has
grown in the twenty-first century as the result of a further series of
television broadcasts, from Brilliant Creatures (Australian Broadcasting Corporation, 2014), his two-part series on four prominent postwar Australian expatriate cultural figures (Robert Hughes, Germaine
Greer, Barry Humphries and Clive James), to one-off programmes
such as Howard Jacobson Takes on the Turner (Channel 4, 2000), to
special editions in long-running generic arts series such as The South
Bank Show (‘Why the novel matters’, ITV, 2002) and ‘Imagine . . .’
(‘Shylock’s ghost’, BBC2, 2015), to episodes in specific documentary
series such as his account of Jesus as a Jewish thinker for Christianity,
a History (Channel 4, 2009), his exploration of Genesis for The Bible:
A History (Channel 4, 2010) and his defence of the treatment of the
nude in Victorian art for The Genius of British Art (Channel 4, 2010).
Jacobson has also become a regular voice on the airwaves, contributing to radio broadcasts and podcasts in series such as Free Thinking
(BBC Radio Three) and A Point of View (BBC Radio Four), as well as
to art magazine programmes such as Front Row (BBC Radio Four).
He has also taken part in a number of public debates sponsored
by Intelligence Squared, a media company that organises cultural
events.
A self-confessed ‘elitist intellectual’ (Jacobson 2005f: 36) with a
Jamesian sense of the seriousness of his vocation as a writer – ‘[to be]
a novelist is to have the highest calling’, he has said (Jacobson 2007f:
38) – Jacobson has nonetheless enjoyed the modest fame and notoriety that his public appearances have brought him. Although it would
be unfair to accuse him of dumbing down his views, Jacobson’s contributions to public discourse have tended to be more polemical and
less nuanced than his writing, and some of his television documentaries have featured somewhat histrionic flourishes. Of course Jacobson is aware of these issues, which arguably inhere in the somewhat
oxymoronic term ‘public intellectual’ itself. When James O’Brien
asked him if he was happy to be described as such, Jacobson accepted
the label with some reservations, an ambivalence that he explores in
more detail in a piece about his experience of taking part in a public
discussion at the Southbank Centre in London with the American
Jewish playwright David Mamet:
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We were due to go onstage together, to talk about writing, being funny,
being Jewish, being men. At the eleventh hour, though it had loomed
large in the transatlantic briefing, he decided he didn’t want to talk
about being Jewish. He wasn’t, he said, a performing monkey. I wished
I had the courage to say the same, but as the chairman was more interested in the Jewish part than any other, there’d have been nowhere to go
had I too refused to play the monkey. So there we were . . . with me
throwing my hands about, making jokes about my Manchester upbringing, anti-Semitism yes and no, Cambridge, Dr Leavis and Talmudic exegesis, and Mamet sitting silent. (Jacobson 2017b: 212)

The keen edge of self-satire here is sharpened by the ‘performing
monkey’ metaphor, which brings to mind the monkey references in
Zoo Time, Jacobson’s most sustained engagement with the vexed relationship between literary and celebrity culture, and by the representation of Mamet as the high-minded artist who refuses to compromise
his integrity in contrast to the crowd-pleasing antics of Jacobson. Yet
there is also something endearing, and perhaps even admirable, about
the alacrity with which Jacobson unpretentiously and expansively produces his shtick, just as, conversely, there is something a little precious and mean-spirited about the tight-lipped Mamet. Moreover, it
might be argued that Mamet’s silence is as much a performance of his
public persona – the tough, undemonstrative, phlegmatic Chicagoan –
as Jacobson’s ingratiating ludic loquacity is of his (in this context, the
title of the piece, ‘American Buffalo’, should be read as referring to
Mamet himself as well as to his play of that name). If Jacobson is envious of Mamet’s ‘courage’, he is also less than impressed by Mamet’s
last-minute decision not to play ball, which seems at best capricious
and at worst high-handed, given that the subject of Jewishness had
clearly been highlighted to both writers prior to the event. All of which
is to say that Jacobson’s ambivalence here applies to Mamet as much
as himself. In this sense, this encounter, and the subsequent disagreement between the two authors over the merits of Dickens (‘He reckoned the problem was [that] the English . . . thought things were
funny that weren’t. I told him that Americans thought things weren’t
funny that were’) might be read as symptomatic of more profound
tensions that run throughout Jacobson’s career: between the ambition
to be taken seriously and the impulse to entertain; between different
models of manhood and Jewishness; and between the temptation to
emulate American Jewish writers (Philip Roth in particular) and the
desire to distinguish himself from them (Jacobson 2017b: 213). These
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tensions have defined Jacobson’s career, and consequently the structure of this book, to which I will now turn.
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Structure
I have adopted a thematic structure, dividing Jacobson’s fiction into
three categories taken from a passage in Jacobson’s essay, ‘American
Buffalo’, quoted above: ‘Being funny’ (Chapter 1), ‘Being men’ (Chapter 2)
and ‘Being Jewish’ (Chapter 3). However, there are two caveats that
need to be made clear from the outset. Firstly, these categories are not
mutually exclusive: most of the protagonists of the novels in Chapter 1
and Chapter 2 are Jewish men, and many of the novels in Chapter 2
and Chapter 3 are comic, so that my discussion of comedy in Chapter 1
involves consideration of the ways in which Jacobson’s comic fiction
is inflected by questions of Jewishness and masculinity; my discussion of the representation of masculinity in Chapter 2 also involves
questions of ethnicity and comedy; and my discussion of constructions of Jewishness in Chapter 3 takes into account the ways in these
constructions are influenced by questions of gender and genre. Secondly, although the main organising principle of the book is thematic, I have also followed a broadly chronological trajectory across
these chapters (as well as within each chapter), so as to provide a
sense of Jacobson’s development as a novelist.
My rationale for this structure is that Jacobson’s career can be
broadly divided into three phases: the early work, which is concerned
primarily with the poetics of what I call the ‘anti-pastoral’ and the
literary politics of being a comic writer; the middle period, which sees
a shift in emphasis towards questions of masculinity, mortality and
sexual politics; and what we might provisionally call late Jacobson,
which is dominated by questions of Jewish identity, particularly as it
pertains to antisemitism and the legacy of the Holocaust, often
refracted through an intertextual dialogue with the work of Philip
Roth. Within each chapter, I address the novels in the order in which
they were published, but I have departed from the overriding chronological structure in cases where I felt that individual works belonged
more to one of the other phases. For example, even though by date of
publication Zoo Time and Pussy are ‘late’ novels, and even though the
former, in common with the books I consider in Chapter 3, features
numerous allusions to the work of Roth, I have placed them both in
Chapter 1 because it seems to me that they are closer generically and
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thematically to Jacobson’s first three novels than to the other ‘late’
works. Similarly, I have included Live a Little, Jacobson’s most recent
novel at the time of writing, in Chapter 2, because although it is both
a comic novel and one that has elements of Jewishness in it, it is
clearly much more invested in the exploration of masculinity and
mortality. No More Mr Nice Guy might easily have been considered in
Chapter 1 or Chapter 3, given that it is a comic novel that owes debts
to Jacobson’s own Seriously Funny and Roth’s Sabbath’s Theater, but
I have placed it in Chapter 2 because of its thematic affinities with the
masculinist novels that follow it in Jacobson’s middle period.
My priority throughout has been to do justice to the qualities that
make Jacobson, in my view, an important and underrated contemporary novelist: the richly textured, nuanced prose; the intellectual
ambition and reach; the dynamic, dialogical, playfulness; the range
and diversity of the fiction. In this sense, this is unabashedly a work
of advocacy. At the same time, I have not shied away from distinguishing what works well in Jacobson’s novels from what doesn’t.
His is an impressive but hardly flawless body of work and it has been
important to me to maintain a critical distance from my subject. It is
for this reason that I have not taken advantage of the opportunity to
interview Jacobson which might have been afforded to me through
the kind offices of two colleagues who know him personally. Rather
than attempting to pursue an overarching argument, which might
have led to tendentious and/or reductive readings, I have tried to
offer close readings of all the novels that allow for their contradictions and complexities, their tensions and paradoxes. As I shall indicate in my Afterword, there are ample opportunities for scholars who
wish to situate Jacobson within a particular tradition, or theoretical
framework, but in this book I have tried as far as possible to read the
work in its own terms, making connections across the oeuvre while at
the same time offering a sense of the way in which it is shaped by, and
has in turn helped to shape, numerous literary and cultural contexts.
Notes
1

2

It was adapted by Simon Bent and produced at the Royal Exchange, Manchester, in 2016. There were also plans to produce a film version, featuring Maureen Lipman, but it never made it to the screen.
In his review of the novel, Sam Thompson argues that ‘Felix is not so
much an unreliable narrator as a sinisterly ubiquitous one, smoothly
present at all times, managing each facet of his fiction until we find
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ourselves suspicious of almost everything he says’ (Thompson 2008: 36).
It is certainly true that Felix is acutely self-aware and concerned to
stage-manage every aspect of the narrative – and it is also true that readers might instinctively resist such control-freakery – but ultimately it
emerges that he has profoundly over-estimated his own powers and misread himself and everyone else, an irony that is exacerbated rather than
mitigated by his sinister ubiquity.
In one of the chapters of that book, ‘The Gentile who mistook himself for
a Jew’, I discuss the ways in which this has become a recurring trope in
post-war Jewish fiction on both sides of the Atlantic and how it is always
linked with ideas of self-hatred.
In his list of ‘My top 10 unfinishable novels’, published in the Guardian
days before the winner of the Man Booker Prize for 2014 was announced,
Sutherland placed J at no.1, observing that ‘Passing page 50 is an achievement’ (Sutherland 2014b). Bewilderingly, Sutherland had reviewed the
novel favourably two months earlier in The Times, calling it ‘a subtle,
topical, thought-provoking and painfully uncomfortable novel’ (Sutherland
2014a: 46). I wonder if this was a case of (deferred) literary payback:
revenge for Jacobson’s objection to the way in which Sutherland, in his
capacity as head of the panel of judges for the 2005 Booker Prize, had
noted ‘almost by way of warning, as though it compromised its victory
somewhat – that [John Banville’s] The Sea was a melancholy novel, reading it a “slit-your-throat” experience’ (Jacobson 2005g: 44).
In an interview with Sophie Gilbert, Jacobson claimed to have ‘started
writing within four hours of it being announced that he’d won the election’ and then to have written it ‘like a diary, day by day, as things dawned
on me about the significance of what had happened’ (Gilbert 2017).
Arguably, Jacobson might have done well to adhere to the principles he
articulated in an editorial for the Independent in 2007: ‘I am a novelist
not a political commentator . . . When a novelist does zeitgeist [sic] he
ends up doing banal’ (Jacobson 2007c: 1).
These include D.J. Taylor’s After the War: The Novel and English Society
since 1945 (1993), Andrzej Gasiorek’s Post-War British Fiction: Realism
and after (1995), Steven Connor’s The English Novel in History 1950–1995
(1996), Jago Morrison’s Contemporary Fiction (2003), Nick Bentley’s Contemporary British Fiction (2008), David James’s Contemporary British Fiction
and the Artistry of Space: Style, Landscape, Perception (2008), Jeremy Scott’s
The Demotic Voice in Contemporary British Fiction (2009), Peter Childs’
Contemporary Novelists: British Fiction since 1970 (2012), Peter Boxall’s
Twenty-First Century Fiction: A Critical Introduction (2013) and Daniel
Lea’s Twenty-First Century Fiction: Contemporary British Voices (2016). The
exception is Nick Rennison’s Contemporary British Novelists (2004),
which has a four-page entry on Jacobson, providing a serviceable, if necessarily limited, overview of Jacobson’s career up to the publication of
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The Making of Henry, marred by the misspelling of the surname of the
protagonist of Peeping Tom as ‘Flugelman’ and the inaccurate assertion
that the protagonist of Redback is Jewish.
These include On Modern British Fiction (Leader 2002), Contemporary
British Fiction (Lane, Mengham and Tew 2003), A Companion to the British and Irish Novel 1945–2000 (Shaffer 2005), The Contemporary British
Novel (Acheson and Ross 2005), British Fiction Today (Tew and Mengham
2006), Ethics and Trauma in Contemporary British Fiction (Onega and
Ganteau 2011) and The Cambridge Companion to British Fiction since 1945
(James 2015). I haven’t included in this list the numerous collections of
essays on postmodernist fiction, as Jacobson’s work has never been considered within this paradigm.
Georg Renno was an Austrian war criminal, whose blithe dismissal of
his gassing of Jews (‘[t]urning on the tap . . . was no big deal’) becomes
the perverse inspiration for Manny’s gassing of his own parents (Jacobson 2006a: 437).
The only exceptions at the time of writing are my own article, ‘Fetishizing the Holocaust: Comedy and transatlantic connections in Howard
Jacobson’s Kalooki Nights’ (Brauner 2014) which appears, in revised
form, in Chapter 2 of this book, and Ruth Gilbert’s essay ‘“No outlines”:
From dystopia to heterotopia in Howard Jacobson’s J’ (Gilbert 2016), to
which I refer briefly in Chapter 3.
For a good example of the gendered praise to which Barber is referring,
see Jacobson 2010b.
Jacobson borrows the term ‘counterlives’ from Roth’s novel The Counterlife (1986).
Bainbridge was nominated five times but never won the prize; Ali Smith and
William Trevor have both been shortlisted on four occasions without winning.
He sees postcolonialism, in particular, as symptomatic of a politicisation of
literary culture that privileges ethical considerations and ignores aesthetic
values: ‘once we start believing that a sombre meditation on the wrongs of
African colonialism, say, is ipso facto more deserving than a romp about a
knees-up in the University of Sydney’s English Department . . . then we
are back in the dark and the novel might just as well never have happened’
(Jacobson 1999d: 30).
As well as regularly inveighing in writing against the Turner and Serota’s
administration of it, Jacobson also made a polemical film for Channel 4
attacking the culture of the Prize in Howard Jacobson Takes on the Turner
(2000).
In The Finkler Question, Jacobson reimagines Seven Jewish Children as
Sons of Abraham, a play which ‘charted the agonies of the Chosen People
from ancient times up until the present when they decided to visit their
agonies on someone else’ (Jacobson 2010a: 250).

1
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‘Being funny’: comedy, the
anti-pastoral and literary politics

That one might be a serious novelist while also ‘being funny’ was the
great epiphany that launched Jacobson’s career as a novelist. Jacobson demonstrated precocious literary talent as a boy – he likes to tell
the story of how a primary schoolteacher wrote a letter to his mother,
which she framed, declaring that Jacobson was destined ‘to become
an important writer’ (Wintle 2013: 9), and he told James O’Brien that
he ‘wrote a little play when I was nine’ (O’Brien 2019) – but in spite
of these auspicious beginnings, he felt constrained by his background: ‘being a working-class Manchester boy the omens [for
becoming a writer] didn’t feel right’ (O’Brien 2019). As an adolescent
Jacobson became, in his own self-satirical account, ‘a stuck-up little
bastard who went everywhere with a copy of Women in Love under my
arm and an expression of disdain on my face’ (Jacobson 2012a: 200)
and after graduating from Cambridge Jacobson wrote his first book,
a study of four Shakespeare tragedies co-authored with Wilbur Sanders, but, as he told O’Brien, ‘I never really believed that that was the
real thing’ (O’Brien 2019). His early attempts at writing fiction were
inauthentic pastiches of his literary heroes: ‘I wanted to be Henry
James or Jane Austen and write elegantly of country houses’, as he told
Angela Wintle (Wintle 2013: 9). It was only once he realised that these
weren’t ‘the real thing’ either – ‘Face it, I’m not living a Jamesian . . .
life, I’m in fucking Wolverhampton’, he told himself (Boylan 2011) –
that he began to consider material closer to home. Home at this stage
of Jacobson’s career was Wolverhampton, and it was in the ignominy
of being a lecturer in a provincial polytechnic – ‘I’m ashamed to say
that I was ashamed of it’, he told O’Brien – that Jacobson found a
subject, and a genre: ‘I found myself writing a campus novel and
suddenly, instead of reading Tolstoy and Dostoyevsky, I was reading
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people like Kingsley Amis and Malcom Bradbury and David Lodge’
(O’Brien 2019).
Early reviewers tended to situate Jacobson firmly in this tradition
of the English campus novel: Humphrey Carpenter saw him as part
of what he called ‘the [Kingsley]Amis-Bradbury-Lodge world’, even
straying into ‘Tom Sharpe territory’ (1984: 23), while Peter Craven
dismissed his first three novels as ‘jocose fiction of the Bradbury-Lodge variety’ (Craven 1988: 223). Jacobson himself implicitly
acknowledged his debt to this tradition and at the same time indicated his sense of alienation from it in Coming From Behind, whose
protagonist ‘had an idea that somewhere in Hampstead stood a house
(to which he fancifully gave the name Bradbury Lodge) where all the
famous literary and academic figures of the English-speaking world
came together to discuss eros and thanatos and have a good laugh at
his expense’ (Jacobson 1984: 34). Yet for Jacobson the comic novel,
far from being a niche interest confined to this tradition, is something of a tautology: ‘Every novel worth the name is at odds with
itself. Which is another way of saying that every novel worth the
name is comic . . .’ (Jacobson 1999d: 30). Jacobson has been a vocal
advocate for what he calls the ‘the primacy of comedy’ throughout his
career (Jacobson 2012a: 270).1 Although his first book was a study of
Shakespearean tragedy, it begins with a comic prelude and insists
throughout that, far from being antithetical to tragedy, ‘comedy is the
friend of the serious and seeks to protect it from the preposterous’
(Sanders and Jacobson 1978: 18) and that ‘[a]ll good writing is comic’
(16). In a review in The London Review of Books of the comedian Frank
Muir’s 1990 volume The Oxford Book of Humorous Prose Jacobson
complains that Muir fails entirely to understand that ‘no dichotomy
exists between comic and serious unless we would operate with a
diminished definition of each mode’ (Jacobson 1990: 60) and twenty
years later he made much the same point in a piece in the Guardian
entitled ‘Taking comic novels seriously’, lamenting ‘the false division
between laughter and thought, between comedy and seriousness,
between the exhilaration that the great novels offer when they are
their funniest, and whatever else it is we now think we want from
literature’ (Jacobson 2010h). Jacobson’s exasperation with the ‘diminished definition’ of comedy that underpins Muir’s conservative selection of texts and his cliché-ridden introduction to the anthology was
of course exacerbated by the fact that he has skin in this particular
game, just as the timing and tenor of ‘Taking comic novels seriously’
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was strategic: published just prior to the awarding of the Man Booker
Prize to The Finkler Question, the complaint that comedy has been
ghettoised in contemporary culture was arguably a form of covert
lobbying. This is not to say that Jacobson’s arguments are purely
self-interested, but rather that, as with all statements by artists about
the nature of the field they work in, they are not entirely disinterested
either, and need to be read in the context of their own poetics.
The fullest statement of these poetics – and Jacobson’s most sustained consideration of comedy – is to be found in Seriously Funny:
From the Ridiculous to the Sublime (1997), a book that combines history, anthropology, travelogue and literary criticism. Like so much of
Jacobson’s fiction, Seriously Funny revels in paradoxes. It claims that
‘[f ]ew things matter more than comedy’ but also that it celebrates
‘forgetfulness’ and ‘irresponsibility’ (Jacobson 1997: 44); it argues
that ‘through comic obscenity . . . we triumph over the body’s mortality’ while at the same time insisting that comedy offers no possibility
of transcendence, instead reminding us ‘we are . . . only flesh that
falls away’; and it insists that ‘[w]e are able to be rude only where we
feel reverence, and we cannot revere without being rude’ (Jacobson
1997: 1, 38, 242, 132). Finally, Jacobson argues, ‘[i]t is of the essence
of comedy to kaleidoscope extremes, to jam together opposites so
that they are simultaneously true (240). For Jacobson, ‘[t]he sign of a
great comic writer is not that he necessarily makes us laugh . . . but
that contrariety is able to have its way with him’ (240–41) and the
great virtue of the novel as a form is that it promotes ‘contrarieties
[that] enhance’ its readers intellectually and morally: ‘we grow mentally the more apparently antithetical views we hold’ (Jacobson
2015d). This Leavisite note of social utility – what Jacobson describes
as the conviction that ‘[c]omedy affirm[s] the vigorous and unpredictable livability of life’ (Jacobson 2010h) – seems to me to be at odds
with the claim that Jacobson makes elsewhere that comedy embodies
‘the vigorous expression of our scepticism, our refusal to believe that
everything is harmoniously conceived, or that a benevolent agency
. . . shapes our ends’ (2017b: 6–7), but then again perhaps this should
be read simply as further evidence of Jacobson allowing contrariety to
have its way with him.
In spite of its enthusiastic embrace of the open-endedness of comedy, Seriously Funny celebrates a very specific kind of comic writing:
the grotesque, scatological, phallocentric, Rabelaisian tradition that
the Russian critic Bakhtin defined as ‘carnivalesque’; a comedy
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characterised by excess and, as Jacobson put it elsewhere, ‘relishing
hyperbole, repetition, the swell of language’ (Jacobson 1993b: 32).
Jacobson’s own comedy is more various than this might suggest.
Although there are carnivalesque elements to his fiction, particularly
in the early novels, in which ‘[o]bscenity goes with the terrain’ (Jacobson
1999d: 30), they are more reliant on what has been called the ‘incongruity’ theory of comedy.2 Moreover, Jacobson’s comedy becomes
darker as his career progresses. As he himself puts it: ‘[o]nce upon a
time I just wrote the satyr play, leaving the preceding tragedies to
others. Now I try to create the whole cycle, but always going for that
final invigoration of comedy’ (2012a: 270). The comic novels that
I will look at in the rest of this chapter run the gamut from lighthearted sexual farce to acerbic political satire, but they do share what
Jacobson calls, in another paradoxical formulation, ‘the high indignity of comic narrative’ (Jacobson 2016c: 48), an anti-pastoral sensibility and a preoccupation with literary politics.
Coming From Behind (1983)
The 1984 Black Swan paperback edition of Jacobson’s first novel
gives the distinct impression that it is a roman-à-clef. The front cover
design features a caricature of the author in the foreground, walking
briskly, head down, hands in pockets, emerging from a frame in
which football hooligans, academics, students and assorted misfits,
delinquents and punks mill about. The biographical note on the first
page of the front matter informs us, laconically: ‘He has, of course,
taught English at a polytechnic’ (Jacobson 1984: n.p.). The title of the
novel itself, while containing a sexual pun, also slyly alludes to the
belatedness of Jacobson’s debut: he was forty-one when it appeared.
Coming From Behind might have been a long time in coming, but
Jacobson announces his arrival as a novelist with a bang, literally and
metaphorically. His first novel begins with a brilliant comic set-piece,
depicting its protagonist engaging in intercourse with a mature student:
Sefton Goldberg, on all fours above her, his knees and elbows glued
with the perspiration of effort and anxiety to the polytechnic linoleum,
as naked as Noah but for the academic gown and hood which Mrs
Shorthall insists he wears, it being degree day, hopes to God he has
remembered to lock his door. While Lynne Shorthall wrinkles up her
nose and bites the air and gargles Black Country familiarities, Sefton
Goldberg can think of nothing but the position of the little metal nipple
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on his Yale lock. Is it up or is it down? He thinks he can recall depressing it, but what if some fault in the mechanism, a loose fitting or some
over-zealous spring is at this very moment urging and encouraging it
up again? . . . What he would like is to get up and check, but such alarmism is inconsistent with his idea of manliness; and he is not well placed
even to take the rudimentary precaution of stealing a glance. (7)

Sexually explicit though it is, there is nothing titillating about this
scene. Far from revelling in Sefton Goldberg’s sexual prowess or celebrating his sexual conquest, its keynotes are ignominy and embarrassment. The comedy here derives from a series of incongruities:
between the dignity implicitly conferred on Goldberg by the invocation of the old testament patriarch, Noah (albeit the allusion is to the
episode in which he is made drunk and seduced by his daughters)
and the indignities of his position, sexually (awkwardly ‘on all fours’,
his knees and elbows sticky and aching) and socially (he is employed
by a polytechnic, which at the time had the reputation of being a second-rate university); between the vulgarity of the situation and the
fastidious niceties of the prose in which it is described; and between
the uninhibited enthusiasm of Lynne and the paralysing paranoia of
Sefton. The delight here is in the details: the complex layers of irony
that Jacobson interweaves. The potential eroticism of the scenario is
immediately undermined by the emphasis on Goldberg’s physical
discomfort and psychological unease (‘the perspiration of effort and
anxiety’), but what definitively drains this encounter of any sense of
pleasure are the references to the linoleum to which his knees and
elbows are ‘glued’ and to the grimaces and unappealing noises of his
lover. The verb ‘to gargle’ in particular is an inspired touch, suggesting
both a guttural noise and – by virtue of its near-homonym ‘garbling’ –
a mangling of language which corresponds to the distortion of her
features. If Mrs Shorthall is represented somewhat grotesquely, it is
Goldberg himself who is the main butt of Jacobson’s comedy. His
humiliation is compounded by the fact that he is sporting an academic
gown and hood, not, the narrator drily insists, because of any kinkiness
on Shorthall’s part, but, on the contrary, out of a sense of academic
propriety, this ‘being degree day’, when tradition dictates that graduating students process in front of their families and academics attired
in formal robes. And his anxiety is amplified by his fear that he may
be discovered in flagrante delicto, since he is uncertain whether or
not he has locked his office door. Again, the comedy of the situation
is heightened by the specific terms in which this anxiety is described,
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specifically the way in which inanimate objects in the passage are
imbued with sexual associations, so that the ‘nipple’ of the lock
recalls erogenous zones, while the ‘over-zealous spring’ he imagines
‘urging . . . it up’ and his desire to ‘get up’ to check on its status
alludes to his state of sexual tumescence, while at the same time
threatening to deflate it, as he hopes to have ‘depressed’ the lock
itself. Finally, the phrase deployed to explain his inability to reassure
himself of their privacy – ‘he is not well placed even to take the rudimentary precaution of stealing a glance’ – is comically incongruous
in its decorous diction (‘well placed’, ‘rudimentary’) and formal syntax (‘even to take’), while at the same time slyly hinting at the indecorousness of his situation (‘not well placed’ refers obliquely to the
sexual position of the lovers and ‘stealing a glance’ connotes the furtiveness which constrains Goldberg’s desire to confirm that the lock
is in place).
In the larger context of Jacobson’s oeuvre, the most telling detail of
all is the suggestion, in passing, that the other factor, apart from the
inconvenient disposition of the lovers, which prevents Goldberg
from checking whether he has locked the door is that to do so would
be ‘inconsistent with his idea of manliness’. For Jacobson’s representations of sexual relationships throughout his career are inflected by
the tension between his protagonists’ ideas of manliness and the
emasculating scenarios in which they invariably find themselves. In
fact, ‘find themselves’ is perhaps not the best phrase to use in this
context, since these scenarios are, more often than not, ones which
they have either consciously contrived or unconsciously connived at.
In later novels, this masochistic impulse takes a darker, psychological
turn, but in Coming From Behind Sefton Goldberg’s self-abasement
and self-inflicted pratfalls are played very much for laughs, and in the
service of a satirical critique of the Leavisite great tradition of English
literature.
Jacobson was himself taught by Leavis as an undergraduate at
Cambridge, an experience he has written about repeatedly and ambivalently in both his fiction and non-fiction. At times he represents
himself as an unabashed acolyte of Leavis, for example in In the Land
of Oz, where he describes himself as ‘still the proud possessor of
some residual Leavisite moralizing [sic]’ (Jacobson 1987a: 237), or in
‘The Last Cigarette’, his eulogy to Simon Gray – the playwright who
befriended Jacobson in Leavis’s class – where he pays tribute to the
‘intellectual curiosity’ of Gray and another friend, Ian MacKillop,
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‘that gave the lie to the supposed narrowness of the Leavis cult’
(Jacobson 2012a: 309). At the same time, there is evidence that Jacobson felt excluded from this ‘cult’, or at least from the larger milieu of
which it was and was not a part. In an interview with James O’Brien,
Jacobson speaks of his sense of being an outsider at Cambridge.
Partly, it was a matter of class – ‘we [he and his friends at Downing
College] were all grammar-school boys and we all felt slightly out of
it’ (O’Brien 2019) – but Jacobson also felt ‘[t]here was some club,
some English club, that these people all had been going to’ into which
he had not been, and never would be, admitted. This feeling was
reinforced by the sense that he was an impostor intellectually – a
‘fool’ and a ‘fraud’ – an insecurity that was heightened by Leavis’s
distaste for what he found ‘nasty’ in literature, which made Jacobson
feel ‘common’ and ‘vulgar’ (Jacobson 2011a). Jacobson has also
repeatedly referred, semi-facetiously, to the way in which ‘[m]y moral
tutor alienated me by thinking that if my name wasn’t Finkleburger
it was Grubenstein’ (Jacobson 2017b: 19) and, in variations on the
theme, to the fact that he [d]idn’t feel at ease at university where . . .
moral tutors called me Abrahamson, Isaacson, Greenberg and
Cohen’ (Jacobson 2012a: 265) and to ‘my tutor at university calling
me Finklebaum one day and Goldfinger the next’ (Jacobson 2018a).
These experiences find their way into Coming From Behind, which
features a running joke in which Sefton Goldberg is repeatedly
addressed by other common Jewish names by Cambridge dons,3 for
example when he is greeted by the Master of (the fictional college)
Holy Christ Hall, Sir Evelyn Woolfardisworthy:
‘So you must be Goldmann.’
Sefton was just able not to agree. ‘Berg,’ he said.
‘Ah, Bergmann, I’m so sorry.’
This is the price of being pedantic, Sefton thought. But he couldn’t retreat
now. ‘No, Goldberg’. He was conscious of being a dreadful nuisance.
Woolfardisworthy threw back his head and laughed. ‘Welcome anyway,’
he said, putting his arm through Sefton’s. It was all rather theatrical,
not unlike meeting Sir Laurence Olivier, Sefton guessed. With this
exception: compared to Sir Evelyn Woolfardisworthy, Sir Laurence Olivier had the elocution of a publican, and the refinement of a drayman
and the bearing of an ostler. (Jacobson 1984: 203)

Although it might seem at first glance to be as far removed as it could
be from Goldberg’s sexual shenanigans with Shorthall, the comedy
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in this scene works similarly. Just as Shorthall’s uninhibited ‘Black
Country familiarities’ are ironically juxtaposed with Goldberg’s neurotic fears, so here Woolfardisworthy’s merry mangling of Sefton’s
surname is contrasted with Goldberg’s incongruous, hesitant insistence on propriety. Once again, the terms in which Jacobson couches
this culture clash exploit the tension between Goldberg’s pained
awareness of his own absurdity and a residual desire to retain, or
recover, some sense of dignity. The surprising diction of ‘just able not
to agree’ – through its inversion of the normal sequence of the words
‘not able’ – subtly shifts Goldberg’s response from one of defiant
assertion to hard-won, tentative demurral. Goldberg’s reluctance to
correct Woolfardisworthy ironically amplifies his embarrassment,
since his clipped attempt at putting the Master right (‘Berg’) only
leads to further confusion and to Goldberg’s conviction that it is his
pedantry, rather than Woolfardisworthy’s carelessness – or perhaps
mischievous goading – that is the source of the confusion; that he is
‘being a dreadful nuisance’. Complicit as Goldberg is, through his
timidity and deference, in his own humiliation, Jacobson at the same
time draws attention to Woolfardisworthy’s casual antisemitism and
to the disparity between the urbanity of his manner and the coarseness of his prejudices. Finally, through his description of the Master’s
aristocratic bearing, Jacobson suggests, and mimics, the hauteur
which it barely disguises: the references to publicans, draymen and
ostlers, already archaic in 1983, are more redolent of a feudal era than
the Thatcher years.
Episodes such as this might seem to place Jacobson in the tradition
of the English comedy of manners: Woolfardisworthy would not be
out of place in a novel by his namesake, Evelyn Waugh, and Sefton
Goldberg’s discomposure is in some ways reminiscent of that experienced by Paul Pennyfeather, the painfully self-conscious protagonist
of Waugh’s first novel, Decline and Fall (1928), who is sent down from
Oxford as a result of the hijinks of the Bollinger Club. What distinguishes Sefton Goldberg from Paul Pennyfeather and, for example,
from the protagonists of Kingsley Amis’s campus comedies is that
whereas the latter are outsiders by virtue of their class, Goldberg’s
working-class status is compounded by his geographical and ethnic
background.4 This triple whammy of class, region and race once
again reflects Jacobson’s own experiences as an undergraduate at
Cambridge. Jacobson admired but also envied Gray and MacKillop:
‘To my jealous northern eye, they had an air of aloof sophistication, to
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do partly with their being handsome, tall, southern, well spoken,
fiercely articulate and attractive to other men – no Mancunian was
ever attractive to other men, not even to fellow Mancunians’ (Jacobson 2012a: 309). I will return to the theme of men’s attractiveness to
other men and to the importance of Manchester in Jacobson’s fiction
in Chapter 2 and the Afterword, respectively, but for now I want to
draw attention to the characteristics Jacobson defines himself against:
sophistication, southernness, height, elocution and eloquence.
These are the very characteristics that are conspicuously absent
from Sefton Goldberg and that he covets, because he identifies them
as the requisites for entry into a literary establishment that he simultaneously reveres and reviles. The two great symbols of this establishment in Coming From Behind are Leavis and the contemporary
novelist whom he championed as the heir to the great tradition which
he sought to enshrine as the canon of English literature: D.H. Lawrence.5
The references to Leavis in Coming From Behind are invariably irreverent, and at times iconoclastic. The first mention of Jacobson’s mentor comes in another scene of sexual intercourse between Goldberg
and one of his students – one Helen Burns, with whom he is discovered in flagrante delicto by the postman at the (fictional) University
of Woolloomoolloo in New South Wales, and who reappears as Director of Studies at Holy Christ Hall where Goldberg is interviewed for
a Cambridge fellowship later in the novel. Confronted with the sight
of the copulating couple (on this occasion Goldberg has indeed
neglected to lock his office door), the unflappable postie inserts the
letter he bears ‘between the now motionless, frozen cheeks of Sefton
Goldberg’s buttocks’ (Jacobson 1984: 10). The letter turns out to be a
bill from Heffers (a famous bookshop in Cambridge) for Leavis’s Nor
Shall My Sword (1972).
On one level, this incident is a classic example of the comedy of
incongruity: the collision between the high-minded literary seriousness exemplified by Leavis and the ‘nasty’, ‘vulgar’ urges of his
protégé is symbolised by the insertion of a demand for payment for
the book into the buttocks, the untimely intrusion of the moralist-critic effecting a coitus interruptus, the Freudian superego made
manifest. At the same time, Leavis’s book functions as a reminder
that the boundary between literary decorum and sexual passion has
never been entirely secure. After all, Leavis himself married one of
his students: Queenie Roth, whose Jewish family disowned her as a
result.6 In this context the phallic connotations of the title of Leavis’s
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late work (whose title alludes to the line ‘Nor shall my sword sleep in
my hand’, from the hymn ‘Jerusalem’) are not simply ironic. Goldberg
recalls – with an acute embarrassment reminiscent of Pip’s at the
meeting of Joe Gargery and Herbert Pocket in Great Expectations –
his father (like Jacobson’s own father, a keen magician) ‘produc[ing]
an egg from F.R. Leavis’s ear’ (183). Just as Leavis’s book in the earlier
scene serves both to humiliate Goldberg and to puncture the pomposity of its author – ‘There could be in our time no more important
preoccupation than that which brings us here’, Leavis avows in its
pages (Leavis 1972: 103) – the comical conjuration of the egg, though
it provokes feelings of social inferiority in Goldberg, also implicitly
rebukes the dry, unsmiling sterility of the literary establishment that
Leavis had come to represent by the time Jacobson came under his
tutelage.7
Goldberg sees himself as an embattled outsider, disadvantaged not
just by his class and regional identities, but by his ethnicity and
nationality: ‘This was England, not America. Here literature and criticism were still goyische pursuits, tied up with solemn attitudes to
marriage and standards’ (Jacobson 1984: 201). Conveniently (and/or
pointedly) overlooking Queenie Leavis, Goldberg becomes the first
but not the last Jacobson protagonist to bemoan his fate as an English
Jew, lacking the status and self-confidence of his American brethren.
At the same time, the irreverent formulation ‘goyische pursuits’ and
the characterisation of these pursuits as constrained by parochial
pieties implies that Goldberg’s position at the margins of the literary
establishment is, paradoxically, a privileged one, since it allows him
to see it with a clarity denied to those ‘tied up’ – and tied down – by
its investment in a conventional, conservative value system. There is
an implicit critique here of the humourlessness of Leavis and his
acolytes, a critique that is underpinned by the sense that the best
antidote to the prim stuffiness of their genteel/Gentile drawing-room
culture is a vigorous dose of Jewish ribaldry.8 Hence Goldberg’s
repeated references to the female protagonists of canonical nineteenth-century fiction in terms that recast them as the eroticised subjects of his own virile desire: ‘He was harder on those two shiksas,
Fanny Price and Little Dorrit, than even their respective families had
been’ (178).9 When he penetrates Helen Burns (the namesake of the
childhood friend of Jane Eyre), this metaphorical miscegenation is
literalised: by fucking Helen Burns he is metaphorically fucking the
great tradition, inseminating it with a strain of Jewish levity and

‘Being funny’

49

irreverence. Jacobson’s second novel, Peeping Tom, can be seen as the
hybrid offspring of this coupling.
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Peeping Tom (1984)
The seeds of Peeping Tom were clearly sown in Coming From Behind.
At one point the narrator of the latter, using free indirect discourse,
relays Sefton Goldberg’s distaste for the influence of D.H. Lawrence
on contemporary Jewish novelists:
Even the middle-aged Jewish heroes of middle-aged Jewish novelists
were eschewing sedentary cynicism and unfolding themselves sensitively to teenage girls and nature, offering their cocks to near babies as
if they were prize flowers picked in a goyische garden. They used to be
inventive. Now they were tremulous. Behind all this Sefton believed he
could detect the hand of D.H. Lawrence. Sefton wasn’t a devout Jew.
He drove his car on Saturdays and ate bacon sandwiches whenever he
could, even on festivals. But his race had its sexual pride to protect, and
he drew the line at D.H. Lawrence. (Jacobson 1984: 167)

Positioning himself as an improbable defender of the faith – or rather
of the tribe, since he flagrantly flouts Jewish dietary laws and the prohibition against driving on the Sabbath – Sefton Goldberg implicitly
identifies a sentimental attitude towards nature as inherently anti-Jewish, equating it with an unhealthy sexual interest in pubescent girls.
Attributing this alleged tendency of ‘middle-aged Jewish novelists’
and their protagonists to the malign influence of D.H. Lawrence,
Goldberg manages simultaneously to disown the English pastoral tradition and to distance himself (and his creator, to risk conflating
author and protagonist in the same way that Goldberg himself does)
from the American Jewish giants who cast such an intimidating
shadow over their less celebrated British Jewish counterparts.10
Whereas in Coming From Behind, the tensions between Jewish
‘cynicism’ and Gentile ‘sensitivity’ are staged in terms of Goldberg’s
agonistic encounter with authors such as Lawrence and their advocates, such as Leavis, in Peeping Tom this conflict is internalised,
incorporated into the dual identity of the novel’s protagonist, Barney
Fugelman, a North London Jewish bibliophile who turns out also to
be the reincarnation of Thomas Hardy. If Lawrence is the presiding
spirit of the English pastoral in Coming From Behind, it is Hardy –
Lawrence’s great precursor – who plays that role in Peeping Tom. The
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incidental observation in Jacobson’s first novel that ‘[n]o one currently studying The Long Novel with Sefton could have been in any
doubt as to his low opinion of the works of Thomas Hardy’ (111), and
the recurring jokes about Goldberg’s ignorance of, and instinctive
aversion to, the natural world, become the foundations of his second
novel.11
Peeping Tom begins with a prologue that has as its epigraph an
excerpt from the fictional Lance Tourney’s Lad of Destiny: A Boy’s
Guide to Health and Confidence that enjoins its readers to ‘keep faith
with those three great sources of your strength: Earth, Sea and Air’,
to ‘Walk barefoot’, ‘Learn to swim’ and ‘wear as few clothes as possible’ (Jacobson 1985: 7). The alias of Lionel Turnbull, the name Tourney is redolent of medieval jousting, suggesting an ironic counterpoint
to the slang meaning of ‘Barney’ (an undignified quarrel), and indeed
he represents everything that Barney fears and envies. Whereas Tourney advocates communing with nature as nature intended, so as to
experience directly the beneficial effects of the elements, Barney
Fugelman carries with him ‘the airless odour of ghetto fears’ and
aspires always to be ‘fully dressed and ready for flight’ (15). Yet he also
admires Tourney, or at least admires his admirers, ‘watching a group
of schoolgirls watching Lionel Turnbull preparing for a swim’ (8),
‘engrossed’ and, by implication, engorged.
As the novel proceeds, this representation – central to the English
pastoral tradition – of nature as a signifier of health and wholesomeness is subverted, Fugelman suggesting that the ‘soundness of cities’
provides an antidote to the ‘obsessional neurosis of Nature’ (7).
Whereas in Coming From Behind Sefton Goldberg had internalised
the antisemitic gaze of the symbolically named, cuckolded husband
of one of his lovers – ‘[i]n the reflection of Ray Grassby’s eyes he
could see what Ray saw – a twisted, yellow thing, a musty indoor
creature that shunned the light and was inimical to all things wholesome’ (Jacobson 1984: 136) – Fugelman resists the association of the
grassy outdoors with good health (and the concomitant association of
the ‘musty indoor[s]’ with ill health).
Jokes about an inability to identify flora and fauna recur throughout Jacobson’s oeuvre, from the passing remark in In the Land of Oz
that ‘I was elated to find a tree at last that I could recognize without
help’ (Jacobson 1987a: 96) to the abortive attempt to describe an
English garden in Zoo Time: ‘A bird of some description sang in a
bare tree in their garden. Winter flowers of some description grew in
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a wooden trough. Enough with the nature writing’ (Jacobson 2013a:
108).12 Similarly pervasive are references to a Jewish immunity to the
charms of nature, from Jacobson’s claim in In the Land of Oz that he
‘cannot see the point of being out of doors on my own’ (Jacobson
1987a: 34) to Ailinn Solomon’s confession in J that she ‘had never
been comfortable on a garden seat . . . disliked the damp newsprint
smell of damp vegetation, [and] detested snails and worms’ (Jacobson
2014a: 312).
This sensibility and its associated conventions – what I have called
elsewhere the Jewish anti-pastoral (Brauner 2001: 74–84) – pervades
Jacobson’s work, but finds its most sustained expression in Peeping
Tom, in which it is elevated to the status of a moral philosophy. In an
essay entitled ‘Bad time of the year’ Jacobson caricatures himself as a
wandering Jew figure, excluded from Eden because of his own ignorance of the nomenclature of nature: ‘because I don’t know what anything’s called . . . I’m destined to wander summer parks and gardens
like some sorrowing Werther or Melmoth, forever outcast from the
consolations of green’ (Jacobson 2012a: 119). He explores this idea of
exile from Eden literally later in his career in The Very Model of a Man
but in Peeping Tom the ‘consolations of green’ denied to, and by, the
Jewish protagonist are the metaphorical green pastures of the English
literary tradition. In Jacobson’s second novel the usual jokes about
Jewish ignorance of/indifference to the natural world are yoked with
allusions to canonical English novels – ‘if I knew what an ash tree
looked like or where one was to be found I might easily fall to dashing
my head against it’ (Jacobson 1985: 13), Fugelman observes, alluding
to the infamous scene in Wuthering Heights in which Heathcliff does
just that – or couched explicitly in terms of an aesthetic antagonism
towards those novels: ‘I had a dislike for the English rural tradition.
I didn’t care for novels set primarily in the outside, on moors or under
greenwood trees’ (36). Rejecting not only the Victorian pastoralism of
Hardy and the Brontës but also the neo-romanticism of modern
poets such as Ted Hughes – he ‘couldn’t take one more fucking poem
about a pike’ (35) – Fugelman self-consciously inverts the conventional dichotomy between the city as a symbol of corruption and the
country as a haven of purity. In common with Marvin Kreitman, the
protagonist of Who’s Sorry Now?, who prefers ‘the odours of the city,
the fried food, the petrol fumes’ to the atmosphere of ‘a whitewashed
cottage on a village green’ (Jacobson 2002a: 7) and Henry Nagel, the
eponymous hero of The Making of Henry, for whom it was always
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‘[b]etter to be in town, drowned by traffic, pestered by the poor, than
[among] vistas of nothingness [and] rolling moorlands which mock
time because time has made no impression’ (Jacobson 2005a: 102),
Barney Fugelman associates urban life with urbanity and rural life
with vulgarity. Like Kreitman and Nagel, Fugelman relishes the sights,
sounds and smells of the city because they reflect more accurately the
turbulence, disorder and impurity of life itself, whereas the village
green and whitewashed cottage invoke a whitewashed, purified vision
of existence, what Nathan Zuckerman at the end of Philip Roth’s The
Counterlife describes as ‘life in the beautiful state of innocent prehistory, the appealing idyll of living “naturally”’ (Roth 1987: 327). For
Fugelman, this is not simply an idiosyncratic aesthetic preference
but a moral choice: to live in the city is to embrace life with all its
messy vicissitudes; to live in the country is to retreat from reality, to
inhabit a nihilistic realm of ‘nothingness’, an ahistorical world on
which ‘time has made no impression’.
For this reason, the revelation that he harbours an inner Hardy – ‘a
morbid, superstitious little rustic, who confused . . . niggardliness
with humour’ (Jacobson 1985: 39), in Fugelman’s estimation – feels
like an existential ambush, a violation of his subjecthood and a
betrayal of his Jewish roots. Barney’s initial incredulity is couched in
terms of his ethnicity: he tells Vilbert, the hypnotist who oversees his
regression to his previous existence as Hardy (and whose name is
taken from a morally dubious character in Jude the Obscure), that
‘Jews don’t believe in reincarnation’ (83) but feels unable to tell him
that his scruples are ethno-racial as much as philosophical: ‘for a start
[Hardy] wasn’t Jewish’ (44). At the same time, Fugelman’s indignation at the discovery of his shared history with Hardy turns out to be
a defensive denial of fundamental affinities between the men. Fugelman asks ‘[d]id [Hardy] want to be a Jew?’ (86) but he might as well
have asked about his own incentive for incorporating Hardy. It is no
coincidence that the episode from Hardy’s life to which Fugelman
regresses under hypnosis is the infamous one in which the young
Thomas is sexually aroused by the spectacle of the public hanging of
Martha Brown. Reflecting on the unkosher nature of this experience,
Fugelman laments that his parents had cherished the fantasy that he
might become ‘President of the State of Israel’, ‘not a no one in a
crowd in Dorchester, looking up at a swinging shikse’ (89). This statement is doubly ironic, firstly because Hardy was hardly a ‘no one’ and
secondly because voyeurism and ‘swinging’, in the slang sense of
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swapping sexual partners (in vogue in the 1970s milieu in which this
phase of Peeping Tom takes place) – or, more precisely, the practice of
pandering your own sexual partner – are very much Fugelman’s
scene.
At one point in Peeping Tom, Fugelman decides to exploit his connection with Hardy by giving walking tours on the novelist to the
paying pupils of a summer school in Dorset run by his lover, Camilla
Martilene. Although – or perhaps because – he imagines that they
want him to tell them about the ‘wild flowers and local customs’
(103), he lectures them instead on his pet theory that ‘complicity in
your own cuckoldry is a recurring theme in Hardy’ (103). Speculating
that Hardy might have had a sexual interest in his cousin Tryphena
Sparks and subsequently encouraged his friend Horace Moule to
have an affair with her, in the hope that Horace would ‘report [to him]
. . . everything that happens in some detail’ (100), Fugelman concludes that even if he didn’t promote the affair, it was only because ‘if
he wanted that kind of excitement he didn’t have to live it. He was a
novelist. He could always write about it’ (102).13
For Fugelman himself, however, writing about ‘it’ is not sufficient
(the affected coyness of the repeated non-specific pronoun and the
equally euphemistic phrase ‘that kind of excitement’ paradoxically
draw attention to the salacious nature of what is not being described).
After having a dream in which his first wife, Sharon, ‘swung from a
rope outside Dorset County prison doing her Sophie Tucker imitations for Joseph Poorgrass and Grandfer Cantle’ (98) – a dream in
which Fugelman is aroused by the men’s arousal (expressed in a parody of Hardy’s rustic dialect) – Fugelman goes to great lengths to
incite an affair between Sharon and his old friend and rival, Rowland
Fitzpiers, who shares his surname with a character from Hardy’s
The Woodlanders (1887). Fugelman’s determination to have Sharon
‘appraised, apprized by one of Horace Moule’s discernment and
worth . . . the son of a good Christian family’ (99) suggests either that
he has become obsessed with emulating his precursor or that he has,
contra his earlier protests, been a kindred spirit of Hardy’s all along,
or both. When he climbs onto the ‘Jewish lavatory seat’ of his Finchley home in a vain attempt to catch a glimpse of Fitzpiers and Sharon
taking advantage of his temporary absence, he casts himself as one of
Hardy’s morally ambivalent stalker-heroes, reflecting that ‘with similarly beating hearts did the Reddleman [Diggory Venn, from The
Return of the Native] and Gabriel Oak [from Far From the Madding
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Crowd] creep about moors and pastures, feeding on exclusion, harmonizing scopophilia with the great pulse of nature’ (128). Once
again, Jacobson juxtaposes to comic effect the domestic (sub)urban
space of the Fugelmans’ bathroom, with its ‘extravagantly fringed
and furnished’ toilet (128), and the wild, pastoral landscape of ‘moors
and pastures’, and once again the trope of nature as an idealised,
pure domain is subverted by the image of Oak and Venn ‘creep[ing]
about’, furtively fanning the flames of their perverse sexual desires.
The comparison between Fugelman – awkwardly poised on the loo,
craning his neck out of the ‘tiny leaded window’ (128), hoping to see,
in the shadows cast on the flags of a side passage, the initiation of an
affair between his wife and friend – and Hardy’s rugged rustics, peering out of the undergrowth at the romantic assignations of their
future wives, simultaneously confers on Fugelman what Jacobson
calls elsewhere the ‘high indignity’ (Jacobson 2016c: 48) of a tortured
soul and on Oak and Venn the tragicomic humiliation of bearing
witness to the betrayal of their loves.
When his persistent provocations eventually lead to the break-up
of his marriage and he takes up with Camilla, it is not long before
Fugelman tries once more to pimp out his partner. One night Camilla
returns from the local pub the worse for wear, trailing a young man
named Tarquin, who, Fugelman proleptically informs us, ‘was to
become the best known vegetable dye tattooist in the area, thanks
largely to the work he did on Harry Vilbert’s under-age girlfriend’
(Jacobson 1985: 284). Although Tarquin seems to expect nothing
more than a snack and a place to crash for the night, Fugelman
quickly realises the possibilities, literally pushing the young man in
the direction of Camilla’s bedroom, making himself scarce and then
repeatedly imploring her to ‘tell me’ what transpired between them
(286–88). Even as Tarquin is introducing himself, Fugelman recalls
an episode from earlier in the novel in which, having taken some
dirty photographs of Sharon to a shop in Soho to be developed, giving
his name as Humbert Humbert, he is taken to the back of the shop
‘where someone imitating Peter Ustinov imitating a mafioso delivered me a moral lecture’ (139).14
It will save some time and spare me some painful recollections if I say
that I felt precisely as I had on that famous afternoon in Soho when that
pillar of Sicilian respectability fingered my photographs of Sharon,
scrutinizing them from this angle and that. Now, as then, something
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old and sweet rose to the back of my throat. Now, as then, the solid
ground of my passion – pride, possession, fondness, respect – fell away
from under me. Chaos had come again to the life of the affections. Only
this time – I was mature now, don’t forget – I knew what to do. (286)

In the original incident, far from ‘finger[ing]’ the photos and ‘scrutinizing them’ minutely, the proprietor of the shop declares them to be
‘diabolical’ and sends Fugelman on his way with a flea in his ear, leaving the precocious pornographer wistfully wishing that the older man
had ‘been just that little bit indelicate . . . called things by their coarsest names’ (140). The ironic reference to the man as ‘that pillar of
Sicilian respectability’ might suggest that Fugelman believes, retrospectively, that he had regarded the photos with prurient interest disguised as disgust. Yet it is equally possible that the maturity Fugelman
claims for himself here is a delusion, founded on a distorted memory.
The contrast between the young Fugelman’s playful identification of
himself with the notorious narrator of Lolita (1955) and the ‘mature’
Fugelman’s implicit comparison of his predicament to that of Othello
(who declares that if he ever begins to doubt his love for Desdemona
then ‘Chaos is come again’ [III, iii, 92]) is instructive in this context,
the earlier literary allusion suggesting a self-aware sense of absurdity,
while the later one hints at an unselfconscious pomposity.
Ironically, however, it is in the latter passage that Fugelman sounds
like Nabokov’s protagonist. Like Humbert Humbert, Barney Fugelman is an unreliable narrator who rationalises his perverse sexual
preferences, representing himself as the victim of his manipulative
behaviour (he can barely bear to dwell on the ‘painful recollections’ of
his past), implicating the reader in that behaviour through his intimate confidences (‘I was mature now, don’t forget’) and attempting
to elicit sympathy for his suffering through extravagant rhetoric (‘the
solid ground of my passion – pride, possession, fondness, respect –
fell away from under me’). Like Humbert, too, he has a weakness for
puns, particularly sexual puns, as for example in the word ‘fingering’
in the passage above, or when he concludes the prologue to the novel
by inviting us to ‘[w]atch how clean I’m coming’ (22); or when, referring to the concerns of Hardy’s family about the nature of his relationship with his cousin, he asks: ‘[w]asn’t that why they had to keep
pulling him off?’ (93).
If Fugelman is a figure of fun, a peeping tom whose garrulous
fusion of smutty double entendres, prissy formality and lofty lyricism
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barely disguises a misogyny masquerading as misanthropy, he is also
at times a voyeur-poet. These tensions are particularly vivid in the
scene towards the end of the novel when Fugelman stages his most
spectacular scenario of masochistic sexual humiliation. After going
to see a production of Peter Weiss’s infamous play, Marat/Sade,
Fugelman drives Camilla and the two principals to Stonehenge,
where he watches as they perform a nocturnal ‘spitroast’ against the
background of the ancient sacred site where the heroine of Hardy’s
most celebrated novel, Tess of the d’Urbevilles, spends her last night of
freedom with Angel Clare.
And there, splayed out against this confusion of masonry, careless of
discomfort, druidical decorum, or our marriage vows, my own monumental Camilla heaved and twisted and bellowed, as she’d never heaved
and twisted and bellowed on a bed of rock for me, her legs thrown apart
wider than I’d ever seen them thrown, in order to accommodate the boy
de Sade – the steam from whose nostrils ascended into the night like
incense, the glint from whose solitary ear-ring flashed amongst the
melancholy bluestone pillars like a falling star; while at her other end,
in a squatting position above her once more superabundant breasts, the
black acrobat and actor Pierre swayed to a monstrous rhythm, his gracefully predacious shadow falling now on this silicified module of sandstone, now on that, according to the extravagance of his movements (or
of mine!), his virile member – I didn’t have to imagine it, I had seen it
enough times this evening, getting in and out of Marat’s bath – his
virile member, I say (if I could look, you can), plunged deep into Camilla’s throat. (326)

This is Jacobson at his most unsettling, most uncompromising and
most virtuosic. It is a sinuous, insinuating, single-sentence tour de
force combining pathos and bathos, vulgarity and sophistication,
beauty and barbarism, self-pity and self-incrimination. The description of Pierre flirts dangerously with racist stereotypes – the adjectives ‘monstrous’ and ‘predacious’ invoke primitivist tropes and the
reference to his ‘virile member’ is a pornographic cliché – but this
representation of the other is complicated by the fact that Fugelman
identifies himself with Pierre (conflating his erotic ‘movements’ with
his own) and implicates an implied reader in his ambivalent act of
witnessing. Similarly, the description of Camilla is simultaneously
degrading – ‘splayed out’, ‘heav[ing] and twist[ing] and bellow[ing]’,
with ‘superabundant breasts’, she appears objectified, less than
human – and ennobling: her fearless flouting of convention and
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gymnastic prowess make her, like the ancient stones themselves,
‘monumental’, more than human. Finally, the clash between a high
poetic register – for example the zeugma of ‘careless of discomfort,
druidical decorum, or our marriage vows’ and the formal use of ‘I say’
(reminiscent of the rhetoric of Victorian novelists) – and the crude
subject matter exemplifies Jacobson’s comic modus operandi.
This passage is ostensibly as far from Hardy as one can get, and yet
the setting (invoking Tess), the pathetic fallacy of the pillars being
described as ‘melancholy’ and of course the morally ambiguous role
of the voyeur, both part and yet not part of the proceedings, are quintessentially Hardyesque. The geological references – to ‘masonry’,
‘bed of rock’, ‘silicified . . . sandstone’ and ‘bluestone pillars’ (this last
recalling ‘the pillar of Sicilian respectability’) – also function as subtle
reminders that Hardy’s father was a stonemason (a profession shared
by a number of his characters, notably Jude Fawley) and as an allusion to Henry Knight, the geologist suitor of Elfride Swancourt in A Pair
of Blue Eyes (1873). Moreover, although this passage is obviously more
sexually explicit than anything that can be found in Hardy, it should
be remembered that he was the most sexually frank novelist of his
generation, and would have been considerably franker had he not
been constrained by the censors (infamously so in Tess and Jude the
Obscure). Finally, the particular sexual act that is being performed in
this scene symbolically represents the sexual dynamic of many of
Hardy’s novels.
Camilla has her own pet theory about Hardy’s representation of
sexuality, in particular the significance of the recurring motif of male
rivalry in his work. Her analysis of the love triangle in A Pair of Blue
Eyes between Henry Knight, Stephen Smith and Elfride Swancourt –
‘Elfride takes the caning because, apparently, Elfride wants the caning, but it is Stephen Smith who revels in the afterglow’ (107) – hints
at a sado-masochistic, homoerotic subtext that is also apparent in a
number of other Hardy novels, notably The Mayor of Casterbridge
(Michael Henchard-Lucetta Templeman-Donald Farfrae), Far From
the Madding Crowd (Gabriel Oak-Bathsheba Everdene-William Boldwood) and Jude the Obscure (Jude Fawley-Sue Bridehead-Richard Phillotson). Moreover, she believes that the male neuroses of Hardy’s
men expose a larger truth about masculine sexuality: ‘the woman is
merely incidental – she simply serves as the post box you communicate through. In fact, you’re all just flashing and fiddling amongst
yourselves. You’re all queens . . . the whole pack of you’ (228).
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Camilla’s pointed observation echoes Sharon’s accusation that Fugelman is ‘a latent homosexual . . . employing her as a proxy to have
done to her by Fitzpiers what [he] really wanted Fitzpiers to do to
[him]’ (163). It is also a pithier, less nuanced version of Eve Kosofsky
Sedgwick’s seminal brand of queer theory (avant la lettre), outlined in
Between Men: English Literature and Male Homosocial Desire (1985),
according to which, in a number of canonical eighteenth-century
texts, ‘the ultimate function of women is to be conduits for male
homosocial desire between men’ (Sedgwick 1992: 99). I have
explored extensively elsewhere the possibilities of reading Peeping
Tom in this context, pointing to a connection between male homosocial desire and the anti-pastoral in a range of post-war Jewish fiction on both sides of the Atlantic.15 However, if we read the novel in
terms of literary politics as much as sexual politics, then it is the
English novel itself that is the conduit in Peeping Tom for an allegorically homosocial transaction between Jacobson and Hardy.
Among its many incidental pleasures, Peeping Tom offers astute,
detailed readings of particular Hardy texts, as well as more generalised observations about his oeuvre. Like all successful parodies, it
demonstrates a certain infatuation with its subject alongside a keen
awareness of its absurdities; a desire to possess the original text
through an intertextual form of intercourse. There is a moment in
Jacobson’s later novel The Making of Henry when the narrator reflects
that ‘[a]s a boy . . . Henry had kept the moors in the corner of his eye,
a promise . . . of some glimmering Englishness whose quietude was
strange to him, and which one day he would try to penetrate’ (Jacobson 2005a: 114–15). This is what Peeping Tom does, metaphorically:
through the comic device of having his Jewish protagonist possessed
by a canonical English novelist dybbuk, Jacobson paradoxically insinuates himself into the English pastoral tradition, appropriating its
‘glimmering . . . quietude’ and reinventing it as part sexual farce, part
Jewish anti-pastoral.
Redback (1986)
Jacobson’s next novel was another act of ambivalent cultural appropriation; just as Peeping Tom had been both a homage to and a travesty of the English pastoral, so Redback at once pays affectionate
tribute to and unsparingly satirises all things Australian. In a preface
to In the Land of Oz, a non-fictional account of a year spent travelling
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across the country with his then-wife, the Australian-born Rosalin
Sandler, visiting areas off the beaten track, Jacobson describes it as ‘a
country that was at one and the same time magnanimous and cruel,
sophisticated and suspicious, self-righteous and free-spirited’ (Jacobson 1987a: vii).16 This sums up nicely the representation of Australia
in Redback.
Like Peeping Tom, too, Redback features an unreliable first-person
narrator, but in terms of subject matter it is closer to Coming From
Behind. Like that novel, it is an academic satire, a connection it slyly
acknowledges through the cameo appearance of Sefton Goldberg,
described as ‘a world authority on shy girls in Dickens [who] . . .
always wore a leather tie’ (Jacobson 1986: 116) and who is ‘having the
time of his life in Australia’ (211). Indeed, in some respects Redback
might be seen as a prequel to Coming From Behind, since there is a
passing reference near the start of the latter novel to Goldberg’s stint
‘teaching first at the University of Coryapundy Swamp Institute and
then at the University of Woolloomoolloo, New South Wales’ (Jacobson 1984: 8), both of which appear in Redback, and since Gunnar
McMurphy, a minor character from the earlier novel whose ‘ambition was always to refer to the most private parts of women’s bodies
in the most public places that would allow him to do so’ (Jacobson
1984: 107), plays a much larger part in the later novel as a scholar
who achieves some fame and fortune by ‘giving readings from a new
D.H. Lawrence novel that he’d discovered’ (Jacobson 1986: 107).
The parallels don’t stop there. Like Coming From Behind, Redback
begins, audaciously, with a scene of sexual humiliation: the story of
an Oxford undergraduate who wakes up, after an awkward one-night
stand with a ‘well-connected Australian woman with powerful mandibles, an MA in Fine Arts, and special interests in Lorenzo di Credi,
Bramante, and Berthe Morisot’ to discover that the lady has left a
token of her lack of appreciation in the form of a stool on his chest,
‘only inches from his gaping mouth’ (Jacobson 1986: 7, 8). Towards
the end of the novel, the narrator, Leon Forelock, the recipient of ‘a
double starred First in the Moral Decencies from Malapert College,
Cambridge’, reveals that he himself was the unfortunate victim of
this ‘Freudian gift’ (8), explaining that he didn’t wish to disclose the
truth at the outset because of his fear that the reader would have been
unlikely ‘to show the proper intellectual regard for the spiritual history of a man who, on the very first page of his confessions, confessed
that he’d been shat on by an Australian’ (262).
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As ever, the comedy here derives from incongruity: between the
formidable social and intellectual credentials of the Australian woman
and her crude act of defecation; between Forelock’s pre-eminence in
the ‘Moral Decencies’, and the indecency of his narrative; and between
the prissy formality with which the clause above begins (‘proper intellectual regard’) and the blunt inelegance of the phrase with which it
concludes (‘shat on by an Australian’). The lofty reference to ‘spiritual
history’ is also ironic, since the nature of Forelock’s confessions are
anything but spiritual, and yet at the same time not entirely ironic,
since the two foundational texts of the genre in the Western canon –
The Confessions of St. Augustine (401) and The Confessions of JeanJacques Rousseau (1782) – contain frank accounts of their narrators’
sexual adventures and tastes, including in the case of the latter a pronounced predilection for masochism.
The coprophilic Australian turns out to be Desley, a teacherturned-spiritual-counsellor who becomes a ‘national celebrity’ in her
homeland after exposing herself ‘to body forth a metaphor during a
class on Remedial Relationship Enhancement Studies for non-Australian-speaking migrants from mountainous areas of southern
Europe’ (261), and her sexual humiliation of Forelock turns out to be
a foreshadowing of another sexual humiliation, to which the title of
the novel alludes and which is referred to, proleptically, throughout
the course of the novel. Bolting from Desley’s tent in the Bogong
High Plains in the middle of a storm, after a failed attempt at seduction ends with Forelock waking up to find her ‘about to straddle [his]
chest’, Forelock takes refuge in a makeshift ‘country shithouse’, where
he is stung by the redback spider, ‘a sister-in-law to the Black Widow’
whom he characterises as a ‘a murderous biting robber-baroness’
(290). The symptoms of the poison emitted by the spider, as enumerated by Forelock, include ‘neuro-toxicosis, lassitude, heartburn,
amnesia, irreligion, inconsequential jocularity, dull pain in the soft
palate, swelling of the kidneys, the passing of sediment in the urine,
and the spasmodic and wholly involuntary ejaculation of spermatozoa, dyed a shocking paraffin pink by the admixture of a little blood’
(295). He might have added logorrhoea.
Redback is crammed full of lists, extravagant rhetoric, baroque formulations and promiscuous wordplay. Whereas Coming From Behind
and Peeping Tom were characterised by a vivid stylistic dynamism,
Redback is clogged with self-indulgent, self-conscious displays of erudition. A generous reading of the novel might see this as a deliberate
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ploy – as the linguistic analogue to Forelock’s ‘shameless exhibitionism’ (290) – and there is certainly an ironic distance between the
author and his protagonist. Ultimately, however, it feels as though
Redback is trying too hard: straining for its comic effects, weighed
down by its own excesses. Partly, the problem is that many of its satirical targets feel rather dated and ill-judged – references to ‘open-air
group readings of avant-garde Black American homosexual novels’
(27) and to ‘gamboling indigenes . . . honking and hooting and halloing’ at Sydney Harbour (83) seem at best glib, at worst offensive.17
Worse still is the casual racism, from the scene in which Forelock
and a group of fellow-travellers indulge in a bout of ‘face-making’,
‘pull[ing] our eyes downwards like Laplanders . . . sideways like Charlie Chan . . . opened wide like Mississippi minstrels’ (157) to the
description of the feet of an Indian student, Anorgasmia Ankhesenamen, with whom Forelock becomes infatuated: ‘Charred, musky,
independent – with the air of having lived in some dark spicy place for
a thousand years or more, Anorgasmia’s toes protruded from the hem
of her silk sari like ten little scarabs’ (61). It’s not so much the fetishisation as the exoticisation of the toes that is rather queasy. Similarly,
it’s the sexualisation rather than the absurdity of the student’s name
that is unsettling. Whereas in his first two novels Jacobson had used
names symbolically, allusively and/or for specific comic effects, in
Redback they seem gratuitously grotesque or ridiculous. At one point
the narrator of Jacobson’s later novel Zoo Time observes that ‘I’d never
been a Bill and Mary novelist. Life is banal enough, in my view, without a writer replicating it. But you can also strive too hard. Beaufield
Nubeem [sic], for example, or Tyrone Slothrop’ (Jacobson 2013a: 97).18
In Redback Jacobson strives too hard. There is Dinmont Manifest, a
Jesuit priest with ‘the looks of the young Henry James’ (Jacobson
1986: 40) who seduces the young Forelock and recruits him for the
Freedom Academy International (a front for the CIA), sending him to
Australia where he edits a reactionary magazine called Black Sail,
teaches a ‘Human Values course for neophyte Australian spies’ (31)
and agitates against all manifestations of progressive politics. There is
the Marxist Ruddles Carmody and the feminist Norelle Turpie; there are
the conjurer Shea Shea Lafam and the CIA operative Hartley Quibell.
There are his aunts, Hester and Nesta. And there are Vernie Redfearn
and Maroochi Ravesh, the synchronised swimmers with whom Forelock has a ménage à trois for eight years before he has an affair with
(the singularly named) Trilby, his deceased father’s lover.
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Trilby is also named after the eponymous heroine of George du Maurier’s bestselling novel of 1895, a novel little read now but whose villain,
Svengali, has entered the language as a generic term for a manipulative
mentor figure who promotes the career of his protégé(e) for his own
purposes and profit. Yet this allusion doesn’t seem to have any larger
significance in the scheme of Redback. The name of the protagonist –
Karl Leon Forelock – seems similarly arbitrary: his first two names may
invoke Marx and Trotsky, respectively (ironically, given Forelock’s rightwing allegiances) but his surname seems to be little more than an indication of his instinctive servility (as in ‘tugging one’s forelock’) and a
set-up for the inevitable punchline, when a colleague misrepresents his
name: ‘that Foreskin’s a subservient little prick’ (48). It is also a name
devoid of ethno-racial associations. Unlike the protagonists of his first
two novels, and indeed of most of his subsequent fiction, Forelock does
not appear to be Jewish. The only reference to his genetic inheritance –
‘eleven-nineteenths citizen of Ruritania, the rest pure Partingtonian’
(45) – encapsulates the generic confusion of the novel. The mention of
Ruritania – a generic term given to any fictional central or eastern European country, deriving from a trilogy of adventure novels by Anthony
Hope published in the 1890s – seems to confirm the impression given
by the characters’ names that this is a fantastical rather than a realistic
novel, but Partington is the name of a real suburb of Manchester, albeit
one that is transformed in Jacobson’s novel into a semi-mythical
emblem of English parochialism and inbreeding:
But for me the most extraordinary fact about Partington was that everybody who lived in it was called Partington. No one who has spent any
time in the North of England . . . will have failed to notice a certain
tendency towards this sort of uniformity. There are more Chorleys in
Chorley than you can shake a stick at, and far more Clitheroe Clitheroes
than can be explained by coincidence. The Formbys of Formby are infamous. The Ramsbottoms of Ramsbottom legion. Partington, though,
was not just densely populated with Partingtons, it was plethoric with
them, it was swollen with a Partington pleurisy of plague proportions.
We came into the world with the help of Nurse Partington, said ‘Ah’ for
Doctor Partington, and signed our last wills and testaments in the
offices of Partington, Partington, and Partington. We voted Partington
C. when we wanted a Conservative government and Partington L. when
we wanted a Labour one. It was even possible for us to vote Communist, putting our cross against the name of Patsy ‘The Red’ O’Partington, who, when he wasn’t on the hustings, ran the Partington Pie Shop
and baked the best Partington Patties in Partington. (14)
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This passage exemplifies the problem with Redback. It aspires to what
we might call the extrapolation ad absurdum comic strategy employed
in the newspaper columns of Charlie Brooker and the stand-up routines of Stewart Lee – beginning with a hyperbolic proposition
(‘everybody who lived in it was called Partington’) and riffing on it,
creating an elaborate, ever-escalating and increasingly surreal sequence
of variations on the theme. Yet what in the hands of contemporary
humorists such as Brooker and Lee become wildly anarchic jeux d’esprits feels here like forced zaniness and mannered hyperfluency. The
alliteration of this passage is tellingly reminiscent of the excesses of
Word Smith, the narrator of Philip Roth’s The Great American Novel
(1973), a novel that suffers similarly from self-indulgent prolixity.
Attempting exuberance, it is instead exhausting. The mixed metaphor of the ‘pleurisy . . . of plague proportions’ in particular is an
unhappy one: pleurisy is not contagious and is not a condition with
which anyone (or anything) can be said to be ‘swollen’.
This bloated prose also contributes to, and/or is symptomatic of, a
rather rambling, lacklustre plot. Plot never feels like one of Jacobson’s priorities as a novelist: the observation in The Making of Henry
that ‘a plot is nothing more than the way things turn out, a mere
arbitrary intrusion into the game of life . . . but not affecting the overall shape of the contest, or the pleasure you take in playing’ (Jacobson
2005a: 268) reflect its author’s own sentiments, as I noted in the
Introduction. In Redback, however, there are few pleasures on offer;
the comedy is contrived and the narrative is directionless, proceeding
in fits and starts and at times virtually grinding to a halt.
There are clear continuities between the literary politics of the
novel and its two predecessors. Like Coming From Behind, Redback is
an academic satire, Forelock’s Cambridge education in the ‘Moral
Decencies’ recalling the satirical engagement of the earlier novel
with F.R. Leavis’s ethical brand of literary criticism. Like Peeping Tom,
the self-reflexivity of its unreliable narrator tips over at times into the
territory of postmodern metafiction; as the narrated Forelock foils
Desley’s attempt to reprise her act of sexual humiliation, exclaiming
‘Oh no you don’t’, the retrospective narrative voice observes how he
‘remember[s] thinking how like a character from a D.H. Lawrence
novel that made me sound’ (Jacobson 1986: 286). Yet the playfulness of the first two novels somehow curdles into something rather
sour in Redback. After discovering that he has slept with his father’s
widow, Venie and Maroochi unsurprisingly sever their relations with
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Forelock. The terms in which Forelock expresses his disappointment
are revealing:

Downloaded from manchesterhive.com © Copyright protected
it is illegal to copy or distribute this document

I had supposed that in matters of sexual relations they were equivocalists, ambivalentiers like me . . . But after they’d charged me with deceit,
infidelity, incest and gerontophilia, I found it hard to see anything
unconventional in them at all. (246)

The supercilious tone of this passage, its sesquipedalian diction and
its pride in its own audacious transgressiveness, thinly disguised by
a disingenuous profession of a sense of injustice, are entirely characteristic. No Humbert Humbert, or even Barney Fugelman, Leon
Forelock’s voice is often alienating and irritating and always rather
too pleased with itself, even, or perhaps especially, when it is affecting contrition and humility.
Redback doesn’t so much finish as run out of steam: there is a palpable sense of exhaustion at the end of the novel, which perhaps
explains the lengthy interval between its publication and the appearance of Jacobson’s next novel, The Very Model of a Man. That book
represented the start of a new phase in his career, to which I will turn
in the next chapter, but in the remainder of this chapter I will consider two much later novels that revisited some of the concerns of his
earliest work.
Zoo Time (2012)
In many ways, Redback was the end of the first stage of Jacobson’s
career as a novelist: the final instalment in a semi-autobiographical
academic trilogy of sorts.19 However, it could also be seen as anticipating some of Jacobson’s later fiction, notably Zoo Time. Like Redback,
Zoo Time takes place partly in Australia, has a plot involving the protagonist’s fixation on a mother figure, and an unconventional love
triangle, and is a profoundly self-conscious, metafictional novel that
simultaneously encourages and discourages its readers to read it as a
roman-à-clef. It even features a climactic scene involving a confrontation between the protagonist and a spider (on this occasion, the spider is killed before it can do anything other than frighten his
mother-in-law).20 If Jacobson’s early novels were, in a sense, about
his ambivalent attempt to gain admittance to the club that he wouldn’t
want to join if they had had him as a member,21 Zoo Time might be
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read as his reflection on the literary establishment from the vantage
point of an insider, albeit one who retains the temperament of an
outsider.
Having inveighed for many years against the circus of the Booker,
Jacobson changed his tune when he won the prize in 2010 for The
Finkler Question, conceding that he ‘was astonished at how validated
[he][felt]’ by his success (Jacobson 2014c: 9), and remarking with wry
humour that ‘[w]inning changes everything . . . The past is now
bathed in nostalgia and forgiveness’ (Jacobson 2010g: 8).22 Finally
winning the award gave Jacobson permission to write satirically
about literary politics once again, without appearing to be motivated
by sour grapes, but rather from the perspective of someone who, like
the narrator of Zoo Time, is able to see that ‘[s]uccess is arbitrary and
wayward; only failure is the real measure of things.’ (Jacobson 2013a:
298). It also enabled him to explore his own theory and practice as a
novelist and his place in the wider literary canon with clarity and
confidence. If Zoo Time revisits many of the concerns of his early
work, it also represents a departure from anything he had done previously. Although many of his earlier protagonists had been academics, critics or authors manqués, Zoo Time was the first (and so far the
only) one of his novels whose protagonist is a novelist; a novelist,
moreover, who is writing a novel about a novelist who is writing a
novel, and who reflects that ‘this is how you know you’re in deep shit
as a writer – when the heroes of your novels are novelists worrying
that the heroes of their novels are novelists who know they’re in deep
shit’ (22). At once a late-career foray into postmodernism and a parody of postmodernism, a reconstruction and deconstruction of his
own career, his most inward-looking and most intertextual novel, Zoo
Time is also one of Jacobson’s funniest books.
Guy Ableman is the author of four novels. His first, Who Gives a
Monkey’s?, is, in his own estimation, ‘an elegantly profane novel’ (16)
which confirmed ‘what the novel owed to sex’ and that ‘prose trumped
verse because it celebrated our lower instincts not our higher, except
that my point was that our lower instincts were our higher instincts’
(20); comments that echo the argument of Seriously Funny. For his
former lover, on whom its narrator is partly based, it is ‘a tasteless
priapic comedy’ (20), a paraphrase of a number of hostile reviews of
Jacobson’s early fiction. Its publisher, Quintin O’Malley, had taken it
on initially, on the assumption that
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the narrator was the author: a one-time Orthodox Jewish woman who
gave sexual relief to tigers and bred chimpanzees for whom no sexual
relief was possible, writing under the pseudonym of Guy Ableman in
order to conceal her sex and the fact that her novel was in fact a true
story . . . He wanted to show her off and introduce her around . . .
‘Think twice before shaking her hand,’ I can imagine him telling his
dissipated friends. (60)23

As well as introducing one of the central concerns of the novel – the
relationship between life and fiction – this passage also contains the
first of a number of allusions to Philip Roth.24 The joke that Ableman
imagines O’Malley making echoes the notorious bon mot that the
popular novelist Jacqueline Susann made about Roth on The Tonight
Show at the height of the success of Portnoy’s Complaint, when she
told the talk-show host that ‘she’d like to meet [Roth] but didn’t want
to shake [his] hand’ (Roth 1975: 216–17).
Just as Roth claimed that ‘concocting a half-imaginary existence
out of the drama of my life is my life’ and that the novelist is paradoxically ‘most himself by simultaneously being someone else’ (Roth
1975: 123, 124, italics in original), so Ableman acknowledges the autobiographical origins of fiction – ‘you can’t imagine yourself into the
“I” of another person . . . without imagining yourself’ – while at the
same time insisting on the integrity and transformative imagination
of the novelist: ‘I’m always somebody other. Being somebody other is
my work.’ (Jacobson 2013a: 23, 31). When Claire, the partner of the
protagonist Philip in Roth’s novel Deception (1990), discovers the
manuscript of what appears to be the novel itself and expresses her
indignation at the sexual infidelities it seems to reveal, Philip maintains that the protagonist is ‘an impersonation of myself’ (Roth 1990:
184, italics in original). When Vanessa, Ableman’s wife, becomes distressed at what she believes to be the representation of their marital
relationship, he insists that ‘Us doesn’t mean us . . . I doesn’t mean
me’ (Jacobson 2013a: 339).
Who Gives a Monkey’s? is followed by two novels about which we
learn nothing other than their titles: Lawless and The Silent Shriek (66).
At the start of Zoo Time Ableman is working on a new book: the novel
about the novelist worrying that the hero of his latest novel is a novelist worrying about the hero of his latest novel being a novelist. The
working title of the novel is The Mother-in-Law Joke and Ableman
describes it to his agent as ‘a transgressive novel that explores the limits of the morally permissible in our times’ (75). However, he struggles
to make progress on it until he realises that the problem is the nature
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of his protagonist: Little Gid, a name that alludes, as Ableman points
out, to ‘any one of a number of Henry James’s flaccid heroes’ (98), as
well as to the title of T.S. Eliot’s Four Quartets and, by extension, to that
author’s infamous antisemitism, since Ableman’s abbreviation renders the name a near-homonym for ‘yid’, a pejorative term for a Jew.
By putting too big a distance between us, by not making him a full-time
writer or comedian, or at least some version of myself unchained – a
chancer, a trickster, a word-risker – I ended up resenting him for getting
what I’d laboured hard for without putting in the work himself. (188)

Apart from the implicit equation of writers and their protagonists
with comedians, which reinforces Jacobson’s conviction that the
novel is quintessentially a comic form and echoes comments he has
made elsewhere,25 the significant detail here is the word ‘unchained’.
In the context of a theory of autofiction in which the protagonist is a
‘version’ of the author himself, this term invokes Philip Roth’s novel
Zuckerman Unbound (1981, later collected in Zuckerman Bound
[1985]), in which the predicament of Roth’s perennial version of himself, Nathan Zuckerman, is precisely how much or how little distance
he, and others, put between himself and his work. Ableman decides
that he ‘needed Little Gid to be a writer’ (135), and so he becomes
Ableman’s avatar, as Ableman is Jacobson’s.
At one point, Ableman’s agent asks him why he hasn’t written
about his family business, a ladies’ boutique:
‘I’ve written about it often enough . . . ’
‘I thought that was fiction.’
‘It was fiction, told through the false prism of truth.’ (243)

This paradoxical claim that truth distorts reality, refracting it through
a ‘false’ lens, while fiction, by implication, offers a more authentic
version of its material, again echoes the poetics of many Roth protagonists, pithily summed up by the unnamed English lover of the protagonist of Deception: ‘That’s life for you. Always slightly askew
fiction’ (Roth 1990: 191). These implicit references are reinforced by
the explicit reference to the protagonist of Roth’s Portnoy’s Complaint:
We model humanity in our image. Jane Eyre and Alexander Portnoy,
Joseph K and Felix Krull, Sam Spade and Scarlett O’Hara – do you think
they’re characters? They’re not. They’re writers by another name, feeling life’s stings and disappointments just as a writer feels them . . .
(Jacobson 2013a: 138)
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Here Ableman invokes Roth alongside two of the latter’s great literary heroes, Franz Kafka and Thomas Mann – as well as the provocatively incongruous trio of Charlotte Brontë, Dashiell Hammett and
Margaret Mitchell (a canonical Victorian novelist, one of the founders
of hard-boiled crime fiction and the author of Gone With The Wind) –
to suggest that all fictional protagonists are versions of writers. This
cluster of references to Roth is supplemented by the cryptic passing
mention of an ‘American novelist friend living in London’ (185) and
by explicit allusions to other ‘wild American Jews I admired’ (323–24),
such as Saul Bellow (64, 91) and Norman Mailer (64, 80, 103). Moreover, Who Gives a Monkey’s? seems to bear more than a passing resemblance to Bernard Malamud’s novel God’s Grace (1982), in which the
sole survivor of a nuclear apocalypse creates a new society with a group
of chimpanzees, cohabiting and procreating with them, before they
turn against him, finally hanging him as they ‘laughed, screamed,
barked, hooted’ (Malamud 1983: 196). Ableman himself claims that
Who Gives a Monkey’s? ends with ‘a scene of man-on-monkey mayhem in the chimp enclosure’, while his new agent, Carter Strobe,
finds it ‘heartbreaking’ when Beagle, the ape-protagonist, ‘beats his
chest at the end and bellows’, this last word reminding us of Malamud’s great contemporary, Saul Bellow, even while it echoes the
‘hoots’ of the chimps at the end of Malamud’s novel (Jacobson 2013a:
20, 349).
Implicit in this dense network of intertextual references to Roth
and some of his male American Jewish contemporaries – those Ableman describes as ‘the great sperm-chuckers of yesteryear’ (80) – is
the recognition that it is these authors, more than his British contemporaries, with whom Jacobson has always been compared, and,
increasingly, has compared himself.26 In this sense, they represent
part of a larger self-reflexive narrative, a comic reprise of Jacobson’s
own career. From the publishers who (mis)quote a review saying that
Ableman can’t ‘decide whether . . . [he is] Mrs Gaskell or Rabelais’
(289) to Ableman’s reluctance to ‘go in the direction of the unreliable
narrator when there’d never in the history of literature been a good
narration that was reliable’ (240) to his lecture on ‘the Faux Confessional Male Novel’ (335), the novel is punctuated with nudges and
winks invoking the full range of Jacobson’s work (from sober social
realism to grotesque satire to self-ironising solipsism). At times these
references seem self-parodic, at once comprehensively and reductively covering the salient themes of Jacobson’s fiction: Jewishness
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and the Holocaust, comedy, the anti-pastoral, masculinity and sexual
deviancy (in particular the impulse to pander sexual partners and the
attraction of men to maternal figures).
Early in Zoo Time, Ableman is asked by a member of a book group:
‘[w]hy are there no natural descriptions in your novels?’ (5). Later,
when Poppy – his mother-in-law and the taboo object of his sexual
fantasies – asks Ableman to bring some mint from her garden so that
she can make a herbal tea, he confesses his confusion: ‘[w]hich is
mint?’ (313). Poppy responds as any reader familiar with Jacobson’s
anti-pastoral comedy would expect her to, immediately identifying
Ableman’s herbological ignorance with his ethnicity: ‘Ah yes . . . I
forgot – you’re a Jew’ (314). In fact, what Ableman calls ‘the Jew thing’
(313) only becomes prominent in the latter stages of the novel, when
he wonders if he has ‘missed a trick’ by failing to trade on his ethnic
identity: ‘[w]ould I have done better as Gershom? The Anne Frank I
Never Knew by Gershom Ablestein . . . The Boy in the Striped Dolce and
Gabbana Pyjamas by Gershom Ablekunst’ (326). Once again, an
implicit allusion to Roth, who infamously reimagined Anne Frank as
a femme fatale in The Ghost Writer (1979), is accompanied by a reference to Jacobson’s own ambivalent engagement with the history of
European Jewry (as well as to John Boyne’s bestselling but critically
panned young adult novel, The Boy in the Striped Pajamas [2006]).
Later, when he pitches an idea for a new novel, The Good Woman, to
his agent, Ableman confesses that he ‘had to cheat a bit to get the
Holocaust in’ (365), which recalls debates over the role of the Shoah
in Kalooki Nights as well as the passing reference, at the start of Zoo
Time, to the fact that the family of Mishnah Grunewald, Ableman’s
former partner and an employee of Chester Zoo, ‘had got out of
Poland just in time’ (17).
Similarly, in the exchange between Ableman and his agent about
his latest novel, Jacobson confronts the phallocentric nature of his
work: ‘It’s a winner, Francis.’ ‘Not the way you’d do it.’ ‘How would
I do it?’ ‘Masculinistically.’ (51). When he is criticised for the absence
of ‘action’ in his fiction, Ableman’s response – ‘[y]ou know I don’t
write stories in that sense’ (53) – echoes observations that Jacobson
has made about his own work.27 At times these self-reflexive references invoke specific works from Jacobson’s canon. As he engineers
a meeting between Vanessa and his old schoolfriend, Michael Ezra,
noting that ‘[m]en look at you strangely when they think you might
be pimping your women’ (143), similar scenarios from Peeping Tom
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and The Act of Love spring to mind. Later, when Ezra reproaches him
for the outlandish sexual perversity of his novels – ‘[i]t’s not all the
way it is in your novels . . . people pissing in each other’s mouths’
(359) – it’s hard not to detect a sly reference to the coprophilia of Redback. When Ableman recounts how ‘[w]e’d been to Australia the year
before, to the Adelaide festival . . . in the hope I might get a book
about a writer going to the Adelaide festival’ (33), there is a direct echo
of the moment in In the Land of Oz when Jacobson is introduced as
‘an English novelist travelling around Australia with a view to writing
a novel about what travelling around Australia was like’ (Jacobson
1987a: 112). Similarly, Ableman’s resolution to ‘unbuckle against the
forces of the great god Nice and let it all hang out’ (Jacobson 2013a:
73) recalls the title of Jacobson’s fifth novel, No More Mr Nice Guy.
Yet if all this gives the impression of a novelist ‘disappear[ing] right
up [his] asshole’ (Roth 1985: 355), as Nathan Zuckerman says of himself in Roth’s The Anatomy Lesson (1983, later collected in Zuckerman
Bound [1985]), that would be misleading. If Zoo Time is a playful
self-satire, crammed full of Easter eggs for Jacobson fans, it is also an
elegiac, at times melancholy, meditation on family relationships, on
ageing and on (what the novel represents as) the terminal decline of
literary culture. At the heart of the novel is the relationship between
Ableman, his wife Vanessa, and her mother, Poppy, a love triangle
that revisits elements of Redback (the ménage à trois between Forelock
and the synchronised swimmer twins, and his secret passion for his
father’s lover) but with more sympathy extended to the female characters and a more nuanced representation of the triangular dynamic.
They would shout ‘Hush!’ to each other in their loudest voices, so as not
to disturb me – ‘the literary fucking genius is trying to work’ – but the
literary fucking genius could go fuck himself if Vanessa had a complaint about her mother’s unreasonable behaviour to voice. Then, she
would barge into my room with a list of grievances stretching back to
before she was born, not scrupling to ask if I were free to discuss this or
any other matter; whereupon, hearing herself traduced, Poppy would
barge in behind her to appeal to my impartiality, her hair a storm of
electric activity, as though Vanessa, among her other sins, had been
wiring her up to the mains. It wasn’t, of course, my impartiality she was
appealing to; it was my partisanship on her behalf, a thing I was wise
enough to conceal when I could, though on some occasions, as when
Vanessa berated her for dressing like a slut, with her skirts ‘pulled up to
her arse and her tits half out’, I couldn’t help but take her side. Poppy
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argued that cleavage had always been a problem for her because her
breasts started higher up than most women’s, and I agreed. (Jacobson
2013a: 164–65)

This is set up as a comic, even farcical scenario. The tension between
the ostensible desire of the mother and daughter not to disturb Ableman and their obvious delight in doing so (captured in the paradoxical act of shouting ‘Hush!’) is mirrored by Ableman’s own apparent
resentment at being disturbed, which is belied by the affectionate
tone of the whole passage. Just as Ableman affects irritation at the two
women ‘barg[ing]’ in, so Vanessa and Poppy perform their domestic
disagreements for Ableman’s benefit, and their own. There is a tacit
understanding between all parties – a comic conspiracy – that they
will all pretend to be displeased with each other, but in fact the women’s reference to Ableman as ‘the literary fucking genius’ is more
teasing than derisive, just as his response to the term (as suggested
by his repetition of it) is more indulgent than indignant. He is as
flattered to be asked to adjudicate between them as they are pleased
to invest him with this power. Yet lurking beneath the joviality are the
tensions that will lead to a series of betrayals that in turn will lead to
the disintegration of this unconventional family unit.
Ableman’s concern to disguise the nature of his feelings for Poppy
foreshadows his discovery that she (and Vanessa herself) have themselves been keeping secret their romantic involvement (whether
actual or imagined is never clear) with Ableman’s brother, Jeffrey.
Vanessa’s criticism of her mother’s immodesty is only semi-facetious; it also implies a recognition of her mother’s status as a rival for
the Ableman brothers’ affections and an anxiety (well-founded, as
Ableman confesses) that his ‘impartiality’ may in fact be more partial
than it appears. The image of Poppy being ‘wir[ed] . . . up to the
mains’ is ambiguous. On the one hand it functions as a metaphor for
her vivacity: she is a live wire who emits a powerful sexual charge, a
charge that is partly stimulated by her daughter’s rivalry with her. On
the other hand, the idea of Vanessa (potentially) electrocuting her
own mother also hints at Vanessa’s repressed anger, an anger that is
later symbolically articulated in her own fictional account of the
events that take place when this unusual trio travel to Australia, in
which she betrays both her husband and her mother.
Although both Ableman and Vanessa notice Poppy’s increasingly
eccentric behaviour during their time at the Adelaide Literary Festival,
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they initially attribute it to her characteristic flightiness. It is only
when Vanessa’s novel is published and then, shortly afterwards, is
made into a successful film by Dirk De Wolff (another of Ableman’s
rivals for the affections of both his wife and mother-in-law) that the
truth emerges: that Poppy is suffering from pre-senile dementia.
This revelation, coming as it does after the death of Ableman’s
brother Jeffrey from a brain tumour and the suicide of Ableman’s
publisher, Merton, gives the novel a tragic dimension. This last event,
in particular, takes on a symbolic significance in the context of a novel
that is punctuated with apocalyptic pronouncements about the death
of the novel and the larger literary culture of which it had been the
last bastion.28 The connection between the death of the publisher and
the death of the world which had sustained him is made explicit in a
passage that appropriates and parodies Romantic lyricism.
Things dying can have a voluptuous beauty. Only think of the dying of
the day or the dying of the summer. So it was with the word. The sicker
it grew, the more livid it turned, the more people of an over-refined and
morbid disposition fell in love with its putrefaction. Would I be around
to see it finally pass away? I wasn’t sure, but I could imagine the scene,
like the burning of a Viking hero at sea – the sky, as bloody as a reviewer’s nose, painted by J.M. Turner; the last of the verbalising men looking into the self-combusting sun, hoarsely mouthing their goodbyes;
the women tearing their hair and wailing. Foremost among them, atremble in lacy weeds such as those she’d worn to see off poor Merton, my
Vanessa. (42)

Ableman begins by invoking Keats and Blake; like these poets, he
appears to be ‘half in love with easeful death’ and to fetishise its corruption. At the same time, he satirises the maudlin hypersensitivity
of this last generation of ‘verbalising’ men who are moved as much
by their own self-pity as by the demise of the written word, which
itself might be a projection of that self-pity. Highlighting the absurdity of this demonstration of over-wrought grief even as he implicates
himself in it, Ableman’s hyperbolic description of the men rendered
mute by their distress and the women ‘tearing their hair and wailing’
conflates the metaphorical demise of ‘the word’ with the fate of the
authors themselves. Imagining Vanessa in their vanguard, he implicitly identifies himself with the throng of ‘verbalising’ men. Yet the
use of that trivialising word, alongside the comic simile of the sun as
‘bloody as a reviewer’s nose’ and the incongruity of the comparison
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between the fierce warrior Viking heroes and the snivelling, effete
literati make it clear that Ableman’s apocalyptic vision is not to be
taken too seriously.
If Zoo Time is a jeremiad about the fate of serious literature in the
digital age, it is also a parody of a jeremiad about the fate of serious
literature in the digital age. This ambivalence is nicely encapsulated in
the final scene of the novel, in which a tramp whom Vanessa had nicknamed Hemingway because whenever she saw him he was always
scribbling away, for all the world like a novelist making notes, suddenly
keels over in the street in front of Ableman, his papers scattering everywhere. While some onlookers rush to attend to the man, Ableman
attempts to retrieve the manuscript, reasoning that if ‘this was the
same book he’d been working on since Vanessa and I first encountered
him, and possibly for years before that, it was a magnum opus, the
labour of many hundreds of weeks’ (375). Yet when he lays hands on
the sheets, he soon discovers that each one is identical: ‘What he had to
say, he went on saying, for page after page. And what he had to say was
forceful, incontestable, not to say beautiful, in its clairvoyance’:
0
00000
0000
000
0
0
00
000
0000
00000
0
(376)

This is an appropriately postmodern punchline to Jacobson’s most
postmodern novel. Yet Ableman’s interpretation of this anti-text as an
emphatic, prophetic negation of meaning, a nihilistic rejection of the
possibility of meaningful discourse in a culture in which language
itself has become debased and hollowed out, is not entirely facetious.
In fact, it closely anticipates the concerns of the novel that Jacobson
wrote in the immediate aftermath of the election of Donald Trump as
US president.
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Pussy: A Novel (2017)
At one point, the narrator of Howard Jacobson’s novel Who’s Sorry
Now? (2002) refers obliquely to Lewinskygate, the scandal that nearly
brought down President Clinton, wryly observing that, some years
after an episode in which one of the novel’s characters convinces herself that her sexual encounter with a lecturer was nothing of the sort,
‘a president of the United States of America would cause an etymological storm by defining fellatio as a performance of something or
other entirely non-sexual, and therefore entirely unblameworthy, in
its nature’ (Jacobson 2002a: 91). The title of Pussy similarly invokes
the notoriously misogynist remarks of the forty-fifth president. Yet if
its title suggests that this might be an exuberantly obscene sexual
comedy along the lines of Coming From Behind (1983) and Peeping
Tom (1984), it is actually much closer, in conception if not execution,
to Zoo Time. Like that novel, Pussy is a satire about the (perhaps terminal) decline of contemporary culture – but whereas Zoo Time paradoxically proved that there is still life in the novel through the
furious vigour with which it insists on its demise, Pussy announces
the death of democracy with more sorrow and resignation than anger.
If Zoo Time was, like Jacobson’s first three novels, about literary politics in the sense of the trends, vested interests and values of literary
culture, Pussy is about literary politics in the sense of the relationship
between rhetoric and political values. It is also, in common with the
other novels discussed in this chapter, a book that self-consciously
situates itself in a particular literary tradition. Pussy is a political satire
but one that has more in common with Voltaire’s Candide or Samuel
Johnson’s Rasselas (both published in 1759) than, say, Our Gang
(1971), Philip Roth’s outrageous skewering of one of Donald Trump’s
predecessors in the White House, Richard Nixon.29
Like Our Gang, Pussy has an epigraph from Jonathan Swift (‘How
is it possible to expect that Mankind will take Advice, when they will
not so much as take Warning?’), but it also has chapter titles (such as
‘In which language is discerned to go backwards’) that allude to the
golden age of satire in the eighteenth century (Jacobson 2017a: n.p.,
105). In an essay recalling his time at Downing College, Cambridge,
Jacobson observes in passing that ‘Leavis is right – the English novel
starts with Rasselas not Tom Jones or Tristram Shandy’ (Jacobson
2011a) – and it is Rasselas that provides the structural template for
Pussy. Like Swift, Johnson and their contemporaries, Jacobson uses
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allegory to comment on the contemporary political scene. His protagonist, Prince Fracassus (pronounced, when chanted by his supporters, as Frac-ass-us, suggesting the complicity of those supporters in
their hero’s asininity, but also disguising the fact that the word ‘fracas’ is also contained in the name), is the spoiled, cloistered heir to
the Grand Duchy of Origen, part of the ‘walled Republic of Urbs-Ludus’
(Jacobson 2017a: 170). Born with ‘every blessing that a fond father, a
copper-bottomed construction empire, a fiscal system sympathetic to
the principle of play, and an age grown weary of making informed
judgements could lavish, short, that is, of a sweet nature, a generous
disposition, a sense of the ridiculous, quick apprehension, and a way
with words’, Fracassus grows up in the Palace of the Golden Gates,
the tallest ‘by at least a dozen storeys’ of all the ‘towering ziggurats’ in
Origen, obsessively watching TV, particularly his favourite show, The
Life and Loves of the Emperor Nero (15, 14).
The novel follows Fracassus’s development from a sullen, uncommunicative child who spends his time in a ‘flicker-induced trance’
(32), gazing at the giant screens that dominate the rooms of the palace, to a political demagogue whose crude campaign slogans (‘Time
to muck out the pig-pen’) and monosyllabic, misspelled, terse tweets
(‘Bombs only kill when we’re scarred to kill the killer’) bring him a
mass following who soon take to ‘threatening [anyone] . . . who
showed the slightest inclination to disagree’ with his views (148, 147,
164, bold font in original).
This is all amusing enough, as are a series of caricatures of Boris
Johnson (‘Philander’), Nigel Farage (‘Caleb Hopsack’) and Vladimir
Putin (‘Vozzek Spravchik’), among others, but hardly revelatory or
radical. Part of the problem is that these figures are so grotesque in
real life that they are almost immune to the kind of comic exaggeration on which satire relies. Philip Roth’s complaint in 1961 that
American ‘actuality is continually outdoing our talents, and the culture tosses up figures almost daily that are the envy of any novelist’
(Roth 1975: 120) seems more relevant than ever in the post-truth
world of ‘fake news’. The other main problem with Pussy is that the
parameters of its allegorical world are inconsistent. On the one hand,
it seems to be an alternative universe with a geography and history
entirely different from our own – Urbs-Ludus ‘had no weapons, no
history of colonial adventurism, and no international ambitions
beyond inviting visitors to go up and down in lifts with golden doors’
(Jacobson 2017a: 170), for example – but on the other hand it is a
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world in which Twitter, Bear Grylls and Jeremy Corbyn exist, precisely as they do in our own world.
Similarly, there is a tension in the novel between the impulse to
lampoon Trump himself and the tendency to satirise the culture of
which he is both a product and a symbol. Philip Roth compared
Trump to an ‘ominously ridiculous commedia dell’arte figure of the
boastful buffoon’ (McGrath 2018) and Jacobson seems broadly to
agree. The figure of Fracassus in Pussy is more absurd than malicious: ‘a cartoon in words’, in Jacobson’s own formulation (Anderson
2017). His greatest vices are his narcissism – he never tires of looking
at ‘image[s] of himself’ (Jacobson 2017a: 33) – and his corruption of
language, a corruption that seems to be the result partly of childish
naivety and partly worldly cynicism. Once again, there is a parallel
between Roth’s comments on Trump and Jacobson’s. In an email correspondence with the New Yorker, Roth lamented the poverty of
Trump’s vocabulary, asserting that he is ‘incapable of expressing or
recognising subtlety or nuance, destitute of all decency, and wielding
a vocabulary of seventy-seven words that is better called Jerkish than
English’ (McGrath 2018). In a column in the Guardian eight months
later (‘I don’t do social media, so why can’t I stop checking my
phone?’), Jacobson trumped (or perhaps undercut) Roth, by referring
to the president’s ‘six-word vocabulary’ (Jacobson 2017c).
In Pussy Fracassus is ‘not only short of words, he seemed to be in a
sort of war with them’ (Jacobson 2017a: 23). Publicly, he issues bald,
hyperbolic, Trump-like boasts about his linguistic mastery, claiming
that ‘Nobody has more words than me’ (31), apparently unaware of
the absurdity, not to mention grammatical inaccuracy, of such pronouncements, while privately demonstrating his contempt for language by watching ‘his favourite television programmes . . . with the
sound turned off’ (114). In the course of his presidential campaign,
Fracassus discovers the power of unmooring language from its
semantic and ethical contexts:
It was as though Fracassus inhabited some some hitherto undiscovered
zone between meaning what he said and not meaning what he said . . .
one where neither words nor intentions had traction. You could just say
a thing, and then unsay it, with no cost to yourself and no repercussions
for others, because there were no others. (76–77)

For Fracassus, mendacity is the natural consequence of his solipsism, and indeterminacy and inconsistency are strengths rather than

Downloaded from manchesterhive.com © Copyright protected
it is illegal to copy or distribute this document

‘Being funny’

77

weaknesses. The ‘zone’ that he discovers is an amoral and historical
one, where ethics are irrelevant and rhetoric exists only in the present, uninfluenced by precedent and uninhibited by potential consequences. In this realm, whoever shouts loudest and most often is
king and forthrightness is more valuable than sincerity, or, as Jacobson’s narrator puts it: ‘saying what one meant became more important than meaning what one said’ (185). The perfect medium for this
world is Twitter, as it constitutes ‘an assertion of the tweeter’s will [. . .
and] impose[s] no obligation to listen or respond’ (80). Fracassus’s
tweets – always printed in bold – pepper the novel and ‘[w]ith each
new tweet . . . another clipping was added to that collage of moral
force and popular influence known to an age of rapid dissemination
of trivia as personality’ (141).
In these last two observations, however, the satirical lines are
blurred somewhat: the moral force of the satire shifts subtly from
implicit condemnation of Fracassus as an individual to the institutions that facilitate his rise (Twitter) and the ‘age’ that sustains those
institutions.
In fact, Jacobson reserves his greatest indignation not for the moral
shortcomings of Trump himself but for the complacency and complicity of the liberal establishment who failed to challenge him effectively and for the wilful ignorance of the people who voted for him.30
Early in the novel, there is a reference to Brightstar (for which read
Breitbart) as ‘a platform for nativist, homophobic, conspirationist,
anti-mongrelist ethno-nationalism which might have caused more
concern to people in high places had they only known what any of
those words meant’ (16). If Pussy is scathing in its assessment of the
philistinism of those ‘in high places’, it is even more acerbic in its
representation of the mob mentality of the populace of Urbs-Ludus.
The description of the behaviour of the crowds at Fracassus’s rally –
‘[t]hey waved their arms in the air like one great beast with a thousand
limbs because they wanted to lose their humanity’ (112) – invokes the
Nuremberg rallies but also perhaps contains a trace of Menenius’s
scornful condemnation of the ‘beastly plebeians’ in Shakespeare’s
Coriolanus (II, i, 94–95). The symbiotic relationship between the
fractious Fracassus and his capricious followers recalls that of Caius
Martius and the citizens of Rome, manifesting what Jacobson elsewhere refers to as the way ‘liars and the lied-to connive in the same
unreality’.31 Meanwhile, the Fracassites, Fracassus’s zealous followers,
discourage dissent in paramilitary style, their intimidation occasionally
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erupting in acts of violence in which ‘the odd bone was broken and a
little blood was shed’ (164).
If they are violently coerced and ruthlessly manipulated, the
masses in Pussy are also represented as masochistic – ‘those at the
bottom of an empire expected disrespect from those at the top and
even loved them for it’ (39) – and as intoxicated by their own power:
‘The people exercised their power and whatever it was they’d voted
for was forgotten in the euphoria of their exercising it’ (67–68). This
makes them vulnerable to exploitation by a populist such as Fracassus, who is egged on by fellow despots such as Phonocrates, President of the Republic of Gnossia, who informs him that ‘if they know
you to be a liar through and through, and you show that you know
they know you to be a liar, they . . . grow fond of your lies . . . [and]
come to feel that the lies you tell are their lies’ (110). He also receives
professional advice from Probrius, who is the most interesting and
morally ambiguous character in the novel. His name recalls Rasselas’s mentor, Pangloss, but whereas the latter is an idealist who
famously hopes for the ‘best of all possible worlds’, Probrius is a disillusioned cynic who turns into an amoral opportunist. At the same
time, he is the only genuine intellectual in the novel and the only
character with an internal life worthy of the name. In an interview on
the BBC arts programme Loose Ends, Jacobson observed: ‘He’s a little
bit like me: absurd, trying to be high-minded in this world where
there’s no mind left’ (Anderson 2017).
Probrius becomes the éminence grise of Fracassus’s empire, dictating
strategy in the form of pithy epigrams which focus on the gullibility of
‘the people’: ‘give the people what they want in the full knowledge that
they don’t know and then let them give the power back to you’ (137);
‘There is no such thing as the will of the people. There is only the will
of those who tell the people what the people’s will should be’ (103).
Probrius advises him to ‘claim credit for what he hadn’t done’, to
‘invoke the sacred mysteries of the “deal” and declare himself a master
of its arts’ and to ‘take delight in scoring the meanest of triumphs over
the weakest adversaries’ (150–51). He also counsels him to present
himself as ‘a phenomenon of self-generation’, ‘a penniless child from
the shadow of the Wall who had clawed his way out of obscurity to light
the sky up with his name’ rather than the privileged heir to an empire
(151, 168). As Probrius instinctively understands, Fracassus’s self-aggrandising mythologisation of himself paradoxically empowers – or
rather, offers the illusion of empowerment to – his subjects, since the
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‘lie that the Grand Duke Fracassus had made himself out of nothing
allowed the people to believe that they could make themselves out of
nothing too’ (168). The novel ends, darkly, on the eve of Fracassus’s
electoral triumph, with the supporters of his opponent, Sojjourner,
convincing themselves that the prospect of his victory ‘had all been a
fiction’: ‘a salutary warning’ to ‘frighten them out of their complacency’
(190). Meanwhile, Probrius ‘wet[s] his finger’, gauging which way the
wind is blowing, and decides not to share his premonition with his
partner, since he ‘didn’t have the heart to tell her what he knew’ (190).
It is easy – perhaps too easy – to identify Jacobson’s satirical targets
and to sympathise with his critique of Trump’s modus operandi but
the implication in his ascent to power of Probius, the public intellectual whom Jacobson has identified as a disgusted self-portrait, militates against any sense of superiority that liberal intellectuals might
enjoy. Ultimately, Pussy is a joyless, dispiriting book, somehow stringently sober even in its most extravagant comic conceits, whose keynote is one of lamentation for the dumbing down of public discourse
of which Fracassus’s success is both a symptom and a cause. Jacobson’s real target, finally, is not Trump himself or even the racism,
misogyny, homophobia and xenophobia that he represents, but the
debasement of public discourse: the degradation of political debate to
a series of crudely reductive tweets. Like one of its models – Swift’s
Gulliver’s Travels (1726) – its pessimism threatens at times to tip over
into misanthropy, its comedy curdling into cynicism. There is also a
subtext running through the novel indicating that Fracassus is both
the product of, and quintessential symbol of, a culture of toxic masculinity, which manifests itself both in his shameless objectification
of women as ‘pussy’ and his homophobia: he admires the practice of
the Numa people, who ‘would throw any child showing homoerotic
inclinations off the mountain’ and tells Spravchik that he ‘would
rather have cancer than a lesbian for a daughter’ (131). In this sense,
it might be read as a coda of sorts to the series of books preoccupied
with masculinity that Jacobson published in the middle of his career.
It is to these books that I will now turn my attention.
Notes
1 Jacobson’s advocacy of comic writing has also manifested itself in the
introductions he has written for editions of classic American comic novels such as Leo Rosten’s The Education of Hyman Kaplan (1937) and
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Joseph Heller’s Catch-22 (1961), and for an anthology of James Thurber’s
prose, entitled Better to Have Loafed and Lost (2002) (see Jacobson 2000a,
2004a, 2002f, respectively).
There are generally held to be three main schools of comic theory: superiority, relief and incongruity. For a summary of these different schools,
see, for example, Olsen 1990: 20 and O’Neill 1990: 41.
There is an echo here of Joseph Heller’s Good As Gold (1979), in which
the name of Bruce Gold, the protagonist, is forever being mangled by
Gentile members of the political establishment into which he is trying to
gain entrance.
Jacobson anticipates the comparisons with Amis by including a reference to Lucky Jim (223). As with the Hampstead residence of Bradbury
Lodge, the novel features as a figment of Goldberg’s imagination: it is
listed among a number of items that he imagines he might find on the
desk of a colleague. Beyond the fact that they are all campus novels, Coming From Behind actually has little in common with Lucky Jim (1954) or
with Lodge’s Changing Places (1975) or Bradbury’s The History Man
(1975), its other most prominent precursors in the campus novel genre.
Amis’s novel is essentially a state-of-England work of social realism;
Lodge’s is a light-hearted satire of academic tropes and trends, while
Bradbury’s novel is a very dark portrait of an amoral world of Machiavellian manipulation and exploitation. Coming From Behind is much more
interested in the personal predicaments of its protagonist than in academia per se, or the social and political mores of England during the
Thatcher years.
Leavis wrote three books about Lawrence in total, the first and last
bookending his career: D. H. Lawrence (1930); D. H. Lawrence: Novelist
(1955); and Thought, Words and Creativity: Art and Thought in Lawrence
(1976).
In 1985 Jacobson told Norman Lebrecht that he was ‘a favourite son’ of
the Leavises because ‘Mrs Leavis liked Jewish boys. There weren’t many
Jewish Leavisites; when they came along they were looked after’ (Lebrecht 1985: 46).
Leavis began his career very much as an outsider himself – the subject of
suspicion and hostility from the establishment – but ultimately created a
new literary-critical orthodoxy that made him, in turn, a bête noire for a
new generation of anti-establishment thinkers.
It should be noted, however, that Jacobson rebuked Martin Amis for
what he saw as lazy accusations of ‘provincialism’ and ‘humourlessness’
in a piece entitled ‘Don’t shoot the critic’ (Jacobson 2002e: 33).
Jacobson here anticipates Philip Roth, who recalls in The Facts (1988)
how he and his Jewish contemporaries at graduate school in Chicago
used to refer to Isabel Archer, the heroine of Henry James’s Portrait of a
Lady, as a ‘shiksa’ (Roth 1989: 114).
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10 I am thinking particularly of the triumvirate of Bellow, Malamud and
Roth here, although Goldberg’s satirical reference to the ‘tremulous’
‘unfolding’ of the Jewish male protagonist to younger Gentile women
seems only to apply to the first two, and in particular (with some artistic
licence) to Malamud’s A New Life (1961) and Bellow’s Herzog (1964).
11 See Jacobson 1984: 24, 26, 59, 108, 112, 129–30, 180. The identification of
this anti-pastoralism as the Jewish antithesis to a (Gentile) English obsession with nature is made explicit when Goldberg dines with the other
(non-Jewish) candidates for the Cambridge lectureship, gloomily resigned
to the fact that he would be at a disadvantage as ‘they would all have
observed the countryside . . . when they could safely bet a pound to a
penny that there wasn’t going to be an enquiry or a statement or a judgement made at High Table tonight that wasn’t at bottom pastoral’ (202).
12 Similar references recur in Jacobson’s journalism, such as his claim that
‘I’ve never known the names of flowers’ in his review of the ‘Painting the
modern garden’ exhibition at the Royal Academy in 2016 (Jacobson
2016b: 39).
13 This theory is at the heart of Lois Deacon and Terry Coleman’s biography
of Hardy, Mr Hardy and Providence (1966), which was scathingly reviewed
by Irving Howe in the New York Review of Books.
14 Ustinov was apparently considered for the role of Humbert Humbert in
Stanley Kubrick’s film adaptation of Lolita, before James Mason was cast
(see the letter from Kubrick to Ustinov dated May 20, 1960 in Kubrick
2008).
15 See Brauner 2001: 74–84. Sedgwick uses the term ‘male homosocial
desire’ to describe the ‘continuum’ of ‘men’s relations with other men’,
from homosexuality to homophobia (Sedgwick 1992: 2).
16 Although it was published a year after Redback, some of the experiences
related in In the Land of Oz seem to have fed into the earlier book. Jacobson makes a number of references to taking notes for future fiction and
is introduced on a number of occasions as ‘an English novelist travelling
around Australia with a view to writing a novel about what travelling
around Australia was like’ (Jacobson 1987a: 112). Having said this, such
autobiographical elements as there are in Redback seem to be drawn primarily from an earlier period in Jacobson’s life, when he spent three
years in Australia, teaching at University of Sydney.
17 The caricatured representation of ‘indigenes’ is also starkly at odds with
Jacobson’s consistent condemnation of the racist treatment of indigenous peoples in Australia in In the Land of Oz. It may be that Jacobson is
satirising Forelock’s racism, but if so there seems to me to be a misjudgement of tone here.
18 It should read ‘Beaufield Nutbeem’, who is a character in Annie Proulx’s
The Shipping News (1993). Tyrone Slothrop is a character in Thomas Pynchon’s Gravity’s Rainbow (1973).

Downloaded from manchesterhive.com © Copyright protected
it is illegal to copy or distribute this document

82

Howard Jacobson

19 Coming From Behind, as we have seen, draws heavily on Jacobson’s experiences as a lecturer at Wolverhampton Polytechnic in the 1970s; Peeping
Tom incorporates a number of autobiographical details from Jacobson’s
time in Cornwall during the late 70s and early 80s; and Redback was
partly inspired by Jacobson’s three-year stint teaching at the University of
Sydney and his brief return to Australia several years later.
20 The surname of the protagonist of Zoo Time (Ableman) might also be a
self-reflexive allusion to another of Jacobson’s novels, The Very Model of a
Man, which is partly narrated by Cain, the murderer of his brother, Abel.
It also recalls the name of the marvellous comic grotesque, Sy Ableman,
in the Coen brothers’ film A Serious Man (2009), which Jacobson
reviewed unfavourably in the Independent (Jacobson 2009g).
21 Jacobson is a member of the Groucho Club, which of course trades on
the paradoxical joke made by Groucho Marx.
22 Jacobson began carping about the Booker in 1989, observing in passing
in a review of two novels by the Australian author Ross Fitzgerald that ‘[s]oon
it will be the Booker prize again and another novel by Iris Murdoch’
(Jacobson 1989b: 42)
23 There may be an allusion here to Charlie Kaufman’s debut film, Being
John Malkovich (1999), in which the protagonist’s wife, Lotte, keeps a
chimpanzee whose cage she is forced to share for a period in the film.
24 Jacobson certainly had Roth on his mind when he wrote a piece entitled
‘In praise of bad boys’ books’, one of these being Roth’s Sabbath’s Theater.
Elsewhere in the essay Jacobson observes, of the protagonist of Zoo Time,
that ‘Guy is a nice boy longing to lead a disorderly life’ (Jacobson 2012c:
2), echoing the protagonist of Portnoy’s Complaint, who constantly strives
to shed his self-image as a ‘a nice Jewish boy’, which was also the title of
an unfinished play that became one of the sources for the novel (see
Brauner 2005: 43).
25 For example, in one of his Independent columns he observes that ‘I should
have been a stand-up comedian’ (Jacobson 2009f: 41), while in Seriously
Funny he suggests that ‘[y]ou can’t be the centre of a great comic novel . . .
and not yourself be something of a comedian’ (Jacobson 1997: 147).
26 The title of the novel may also owe something to Monkey Business (1931),
one of the most celebrated films to star the American Jewish comedians
the Marx Brothers. Jacobson’s fellow British Jewish novelist Simon Louvish borrowed the title for his biography of the brothers, which Jacobson
reviewed for the Times Literary Supplement (see Jacobson 2000b: 20).
There may even be an allusion to Louvish’s novel, Your Monkey’s Schmuck
(1990), whose protagonist, like Ableman, has trouble separating his fiction from his life.
27 On the BBC Radio 4 programme Loose Ends, for example, Jacobson told
Clive Anderson ‘I’m not very interested in action’ (Anderson 2017).
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28 This gloomy prognosis is reinforced by a series of aphoristic formulations sprinkled throughout the novel, such as the claim that this is ‘the
century of the dying word’ (41) and that ‘a novelist, now that the novel is
dead, must experience every last ignominy’ (153).
29 It also recalls Jacobson’s first stab at fiction, a pamphlet entitled ‘The
Ogre of Downing College’, which he co-authored with some fellow
undergraduates, as an intervention in the contemporary debate between
F.R. Leavis and C.P. Snow (see Gilbert 2017).
30 In an interview with Jacobson, Sophie Gilbert reports that ‘[w]hat alarmed
him the most about Trump . . . wasn’t even Trump himself, but how
determined so many people were to see greatness and virtue in him’
(Gilbert 2017).
31 Pussy also contains a number of other allusions to Shakespeare and other
canonical authors. The titles of two of its chapters are taken from Sonnet
138 while other chapter titles (‘A hero of our time’ and ‘Containing the
whole science of government’) are taken from Mikhail Lermontov’s 1840
novel and Dickens’ Little Dorrit (1857), respectively.
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‘Being men’: masculinity, mortality
and sexual politics

Jacobson’s interest in masculinity and mortality, and the relationship
between them, has been evident from the start. In Shakespeare’s Magnanimity, his first book, Jacobson and his co-author Wilbur Sanders
foregrounded the tension between ideas of virility and conscience,
and the ways in which these tensions lead to the downfall and death
of Shakespeare’s protagonists. In his fiction Jacobson explores these
ideas through a series of comic anti-heroes who collude in their own
cuckolding and whose friendships parody the hypermasculine,
homoerotic relationship of the male rivals in the novels of one of his
literary heroes, D.H. Lawrence, particularly Rupert Birkin and Gerald
Crich in Women in Love. In his introduction to the 2008 Vintage Classics edition of that novel, Jacobson sets out implicitly both what he
owes to Lawrence’s representation of masculinity and where he
diverges from it: ‘comedy needs a cuckold . . . a done-to not a doer . . .
But men in Lawrence are not able to release their self-importance or
cede their masculinity in this way’ (Jacobson 2008f: viii). In Jacobson’s
male protagonists, self-importance and the impulse to release it, the
imperative to perform a version of heteronormative masculinity and
the desire to cede this masculinity to other men – to become queer
‘done-tos’ – are in constant tension.
In so far as there can be said to be a critical consensus on any
aspect of Jacobson’s work, it is that he is, as Bryan Cheyette puts it,
‘an aggressively masculine writer’ (Cheyette 1998a: xxxviii). As we
have seen in the Introduction, for some critics this is a serious failing;
for others, such as Michael Bywater, ‘[t]here has to be room in the
library for books about men who think of nothing but sex and (good)
books, and Jacobson is their laureate’ (Bywater 2004). At times, Jacobson himself has been complicit with this view. In a piece entitled
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‘Nights in white satin; nuns in red nighties’, he claims that ‘[f ]or the
first forty or fifty years of your life there is only sex – the wanting, the
waiting, the wondering, and then the greed for more’ (Jacobson
2017b: 228), leaving his readers in no doubt that the ‘sex’ to which he
is referring is male heterosexual desire. This kind of desire is certainly not in short supply in his fiction, and is amplified and enabled
by the conspicuous childlessness of most of his protagonists, whose
appetites are consequently not blunted by the competing demands of
filial ties and parental responsibilities.
Yet as we have already seen in Chapter 1, masculinity in Jacobson’s
fiction is a complex construct, and by no means exclusively heteronormative. My own earlier work on Jacobson, particularly my discussion of Peeping Tom in Post-War Jewish Fiction, began to address
the ambiguities of what it means to perform the act of ‘being men’ in
his novels (Brauner 2001: 78–84), and Ruth Gilbert has also challenged the idea that they reproduce a conventional, reified version of
masculinity, arguing instead that ‘far from presenting conformity to
a normative heterosexuality, his novels often explore what could be
described as the queer potential of Jewish male sexuality, especially in
terms of masochistic erotic desire’ (Gilbert 2013: 107), demonstrating
‘an understanding of the complexity as well as the absurdity of the
priapic Jewish man’ (Gilbert 2013: 110). Both what Gilbert calls ‘the queer
potential’ of (not just Jewish) male sexuality and the ‘absurdity’ of the
desiring male subject are in fact ubiquitous in Jacobson’s fiction.
They are also evident in some of his non-fiction. In an essay entitled ‘Why can’t a man be more like a woman?’, Jacobson writes that
‘[t]he idea of men getting in touch with their feminine side has always
called out a ribald response from me’, before acknowledging ‘the
presence of defensiveness in my scorn’, reflecting the possibility that
he ‘would rather not get in touch with my feminine side because
I fear how much of it there is’ (Jacobson 2003: 25). In a number of
later pieces, this fear of his ‘feminine side’ becomes subtly transmuted into an implicit queerness. For example, in a column devoted
to his nostalgia for hanging out with fellow ‘working men’, Jacobson
describes how he caught himself ogling a group of manual labourers
‘a bit the way I imagine E.M. Forster must have stood gazing at the
torsos of tram conductors and policemen’ (Jacobson 2008d: 34) and
later in the same year he describes his response to being winked at by
the comedian Russell Brand, confessing his ‘susceptibility’ to ‘the
lewd comedy of its invitation’ (Jacobson 2008e: 38). If the fact that
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Jacobson identifies himself with E.M. Forster, whose homosexuality
is a matter of record, and flirts with Brand, who has spoken of his
desire to ‘be bisexual’ (albeit semi-facetiously in both cases) (Frost 2014),
suggests that Jacobson’s understanding of male sexuality might be
more complex than most of his critics have allowed, his accounts of
his relationships with a number of other Jewish male authors confirm a queerness notably devoid of ‘defensiveness’ or ‘scorn’.
Discussing a dinner with Harold Pinter, Jacobson reports that ‘[h]is
deep beautiful brown eyes swallowed me whole. I was in love. No
other word for it’ (Jacobson 2012a: 319); in his introduction to Catch22, he parodies the famous opening of that novel: ‘It was love at first
sight. The first time I saw Joseph Heller I fell madly in love with him’
(Jacobson 2004a: v). In ‘American Buffalo’, he confesses that he was
‘completely smitten with the man [Mamet]’ (Jacobson 2017b: 213)
and in an essay on the unnamed original model for the character of
Libor Sevcik in The Finkler Question he declares that he ‘fell in love
with this elderly man, who had just lost his wife’ (Jacobson 2010g: 8).
Of course it is possible to read all these episodes as evidence of
intense platonic admiration –something closer to hero-worship than
erotic attraction – and of course I would not want to exclude this possibility, or downplay the power of such attachments. On the other
hand, it would be perverse to dismiss the possibility that the ‘love’
Jacobson writes of at least partakes of sexual desire. This seems even
clearer if we consider Jacobson’s description of a relationship with an
unnamed Australian friend as characterised by ‘a brawling intensity . . .
that drove us deep into each other’s lives . . . an insatiable curiosity, as
though he wanted to be me and I wanted to be him’ (Jacobson 2010d: 6).
He goes on to offer the following account of an alcohol-fuelled altercation with this friend: ‘Homoerotic, was it? Search me. But I recall a
drunken wrestle . . . the upshot of which . . . was our crying into each
other’s necks and agreeing that we “knew what it was like”’ (Jacobson
2010d: 6). The echo here of the famously homoerotic scene in which
Birkin and Crich wrestle in Women in Love is surely deliberate and
reinforces the sense that Jacobson’s use of the term is less equivocal
than it might appear, as does the arch invitation to ‘[s]earch me’, followed by ‘But’. The ‘insatiable curiosity’ that the men feel for each
other might be explained by their desire to be each other, but it is a
short step from wanting to be another to wanting to have that other.
All of this is not to suggest that Jacobson is some sort of closet
homosexual, but rather that his conception of what being a man
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entails is rather more inclusive and open-ended than his reputation
might suggest. Certainly, a close reading of the novels of his middle
period reveals, as I will argue in the rest of this chapter, a conception of
masculinity that is fluid, dynamic and ‘queer’ in the broadest sense
of that term, as defined by David Halperin, to mean any sexual theory
or practice that is ‘at odds with the normal, the legitimate, the dominant’ (Halperin 1997: 62). This idea of masculinity is complicated
further by the ways in which these novels situate it in relation to a
more general exploration of sexual politics, and in conjunction with
the spectre of mortality.
The Very Model of a Man (1992)
The Very Model of a Man is a pivotal book in Jacobson’s career. It straddles what might be thought of as the first two phases of Jacobson’s
career, both chronologically (it was published six years after his previous novel, Redback, and six years before his next, No More Mr Nice
Guy) and formally (it can be read both as the culmination of his exploration of anti-pastoral comedy and as the start of his mid-career
investment in questions of male sexuality and mortality and the relationship between them). The lengthy hiatuses that preceded and succeeded its publication might be explained partly by the lukewarm
reception that it and its predecessor received. However, this was also
a period of personal and professional upheaval for Jacobson. It was
during these years that he began a weekly column in the Independent,
made two television series (accompanied by non-fiction books), one a
personal meditation on Jewish identity and the other an idiosyncratic
history of comedy, as well as numerous other broadcasting appearances, becoming something of a public intellectual in the process.
This period also saw him lose his father, divorce his second wife,
Rosalin (to whom The Very Model of a Man is dedicated) and meet the
woman who was to become his third wife, the television producer
Jenny de Yong. Ostensibly one of his least autobiographical novels,
The Very Model of a Man actually explores a number of issues that had
been and would continue to be of vital personal interest to Jacobson:
the relationship between fathers and sons and between brothers; the
role of the artist in a society in which there is a profound distrust of
intellectuals; and the status of the Jew as historical scapegoat.
Its liminal position in Jacobson’s canon is illustrated nicely by the
three epigraphs to the novel, all of which raise questions of exile,
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dislocation and marginality. The last of these, from Henry Miller’s
Tropic of Capricorn (1939), is the most germane to my focus in this
chapter:
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To the life about me, to the people who made up the world I knew, I
could not attach my signature. I was as definitely outside their world as
a cannibal is outside the bounds of civilized society . . . I should have
been a clown . . . (Jacobson 1992: n.p.)

Miller’s identification with the figure of the clown as a symbolic
outcast – a figure as threatening to social conventions as a cannibal,
he suggests – and his use of the metaphor of the signature as a signifier of attachment (an ambiguous term, which denotes belonging
here but also connotes ‘taking possession of’) are both particularly
suggestive in the context of the narrative of Jacobson’s novel. For in
The Very Model of a Man Cain is not simply the first murderer, he is
also the first storyteller, the first comedian, the first artist, the first
outcast and the first apostate.
Like the masses of Urbs-Ludus (whose name literally means city of
play) in Pussy, ‘the people’ of Babel, where Cain washes up after being
expelled from Eden,1 ‘[l]acking a serious theology, and therefore
humour . . . are always on the look-out for a joke’ (Jacobson 1992:
19). Rejecting comedy and satire – ‘[t]he highest and most healthful
form of play’ (170), according to the satirical poet Preplen, who
befriends Cain, warning him of the dangers of ‘anti-Edenitism’ – in
favour of lowlier forms of diversion, they have ‘abandoned themselves to a love of fancy, a childish play of the suppositional faculties,
an orgy of wondering and marvelling which can be satisfied only by
the continuous importation of alien jugglers and acrobats and
impressionists and haruspicators and monologuists in metre’ (20).
Instead of congregating to worship, ‘[c]rowds gathered . . . to be
amazed by tumblers and troubadours, by balladiers and minstrels,
clowns, contortionists, gleemen, joculators, caricaturists, interpreters of archives’ (22). From the Wildean aphorism that it is the
humourless who most crave jokes to the extravagant Whitmanesque
lists of popular entertainers, these laments for the cultural poverty of
Babel paradoxically demonstrate a rich eloquence that belies Cain’s
critique, since he himself gains a devoted following who come regularly to hear him tell his tale. For Cain, this is an existential necessity:
as ‘one who was more a story than he was any other thing’, he is
‘compelled to tell himself in the way that other men are compelled to
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raise a family or an army’ (342). Telling and retelling his story is an act
of self-authorship, a declaration of autonomy and hence a rehearsal,
metaphorically as well as literally, of his rebellion against God.
Casting himself as the antagonist to God, whom he brands ‘The
Mirthless One’ (139), and who, in an inverted echo of the serpent’s
fatal temptation, ‘whisper[s] pastoral poetry in [Eve’s] ear’ (87), Cain
vows ‘to plant comedy in my garden’ (189); to create a sceptical, subversive, anti-pastoral version of the quintessentially pastoral myth of
the Garden of Eden. In one sense, this is a self-consciously literary
enterprise: The Very Model of a Man invokes a number of earlier revisions of canonical biblical narratives by twentieth-century Jewish
novelists, from Dan Jacobson’s The Rape of Tamar (1970) to Stefan
Heym’s The King David Report (1973) to Joseph Heller’s God Knows
(1984), as well as the reinvention of Cain as an anti-hero by Romantic
and modernist poets such as Byron and Baudelaire, who are explicitly
mentioned, anachronistically, in the novel.2 However, it is also a confessional narrative of sorts, dealing allegorically with the resentment –
and, by extension, repressed fratricidal impulses – precipitated by the
birth of Jacobson’s younger brother. In a podcast interview with
James O’Brien, Jacobson describes the impact of the new arrival on
his place in the family unit:
I’m this shy little boy, aged five or six. I’ve now got a brother, which is
problematic, ‘cause he’s very very pretty and people keep saying ‘Isn’t
he beautiful?’, whereas all they’d ever said about me is ‘Isn’t he clever?’
(O’Brien 2019)3

This dichotomy between beauty and intelligence is dramatised in The
Very Model of a Man in terms of the opposition between Abel as the
symbol of a pristine pastoral idyll and Cain as the incarnation of a
corrupt anti-pastoral worldliness. Abel’s birth is heralded by celestial
agitation – ‘the whole of heaven . . . seemed . . . in a pastoral flutter’
(Jacobson 1992: 1) – and his death is marked by the rising of ‘a great
dust . . . as desolate as his altar’ (320). Whereas Abel is cherubic with
blond curls and unblemished skin, Cain is saturnine, beetle-browed
and beset by fungal growths all over his body: ‘He is cobwebbed . . .
Primordial. Stagnant . . . farshtinkener, farfolyt . . . Mouldy’ (151). The
insertion here of Yiddish terms are another example of the playful
use of anachronism in the novel, but also a signifier of Cain’s status
in the novel as a precursor of the European Jews whose Yiddish culture was all but extinguished by the Nazis.
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In Eden, Abel’s ablutions are performed, reverently, by his mother
in an elaborate daily ceremony that borders on idolatry (182–83); in
Babel, Cain undergoes a parodic inversion of this ritual, visiting the
barber every day to have all his excrescences exfoliated. Yet there is at
the heart of Abel’s transcendent allure a horrifying, inhuman void, a
vacuum which threatens to absorb, but which is ultimately extinguished by, Cain. When Cain looks at Abel he sees ‘only a sort of
pastoral absence, a soul out wandering in sparkling grasses’ (260)
and when he engages him in fatal combat, it seems more like a prolonged embrace which his ‘delicate framework’ cannot withstand, his
ethereal form ‘almost f[a]ll[ing] apart in my arms’ (318).
For Cain, ever the paradoxical equivocator, he is as much sinned
against as sinning. In his version of events, his fate, and that of his
brother, is predetermined: ‘labelled as a lost cause and earmarked for
forfeiture’, Cain himself ‘was the sacrifice’ that Abel had promised
God (258) and his homicide is also a kind of suicide, since Abel represents ‘a version of myself. An idealized version . . . Me wordless’
(184). In this context, the murder becomes an act of self-mutilation: in
killing Abel ‘he has once and for all denied himself the other side of
his great argument with life’ (286). If Cain figures his brother, ambivalently, as both doppelgänger and nemesis, alter ego and victim, his
emphasis on the disparity between Abel’s wordlessness and his own
volubility suggests another way of understanding the dynamic
between them: Abel as the passive subject/object of Cain’s art.
That Cain is a portrait of an (if not the) artist is clear not just from his
storytelling performances in Babel but from his role as the neologist of
Eden; or, as Cain himself puts it, Adam’s ‘name-boy, his nomenclator,
his onomatologist, his word-child’ (3).4 The very language he uses here
to describe his linguistic facility also demonstrates that facility: if Abel
is ‘wordless’ and Adam is similarly mute, diverting his artistic impulses
into modelling – ‘I saw him fashioning a clay doll, a puppet, a marionette, a dummy, a golem in the image of himself, which it was his intention to sit upon his knee and animate’ (65) – Cain is blessed (and
cursed) with a superabundant eloquence. Adam’s attempts to emulate
his creator by creating, and attempting to animate, a model ‘in the
image of himself’ are inherently blasphemous (since the creation of
life from dust is the sole prerogative of Yahweh). However, the implicit
analogy that Cain draws between Adam and the golem is doubly subversive, alluding both to the myth from Jewish folklore of the creature
that defies its creator and to the English literary version of the myth,
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Frankenstein, specifically to Adam’s rhetorical question to his maker
from Milton’s Paradise Lost (1674) which serves as the epigraph to
Mary Shelley’s novel: ‘Did I request thee, Maker, from my clay/To
mould me man?’(2006: X, 743–44). In The Very Model of a Man, however, it is Cain, rather than Adam, who poses this question, implicitly,
throughout the novel, challenging the moral authority of Yahweh and
representing himself as an artistic rival to his creator.
This challenge manifests itself most fundamentally in Cain’s
appropriation of the power of naming for himself. In an essay in
which he comically represents himself as a wandering Jew exiled
from the ‘consolations of green’ because of his inability to name flora,
Jacobson observes that when you ‘[n]ame a thing . . . you take away its
mystery’ (Jacobson 2012a: 119). But for Cain, the prototype of the
wandering Jew, literally exiled from the idyllic green world of Eden,
naming offers not the consolation of nature but of art.
I named things to make them mine. By naming them I took a hand
in their origination and commanded them to begin again in my mind.
In this way I was at least associated with a sort of purity and could newcreate the objects of my observation, even if I couldn’t new-create
myself. (Jacobson 1992: 202)

Like Adam, Cain aspires to usurp God’s place as the creator of life,
specifically the creator of himself. Whereas Adam attempts literally
to create the model of a man whom he hopes to control, Cain’s strategy is to assert dominion over God’s creations by classifying them –
and hence metaphorically to author himself. Yet the caveats and
qualifications in this passage suggest that this project is at best a
strategy of self-consolation, at worst a chimerical self-delusion: he is
only able to take ‘a hand’ in bringing things into existence and to be
‘associated’ with ‘a sort of’ pure originality, rather than actually creating something new. While he is still part of the first family, under
God’s direct supervision (a constant, claustrophobic surveillance, in
Jacobson’s narrative), Cain’s naming, like his father’s puppetry, can
only be a simulation of creation: an interpretation or revision of
someone else’s text rather than an urtext.
Nonetheless, it represents an act of resistance, a gesture towards
autonomy and self-determination. It is significant in this context that
Eve eggs her son on, encouraging him, ‘in the face of my father’s
obdurate tonguelessness . . . dysphonia . . . muteness . . . recalcitrance
. . . obmutescence . . . to coin words’ (88, ellipses in original). Here
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Cain demonstrates his lexical dexterity in the very act of proclaiming
his father’s incapacity (also represented typographically in the series
of ellipses) and in the near-pun between his own name and the verb
‘coin’. He also revels in his mother’s adoration during the ‘fabled
years before [the] Abel’d years’ when she would acclaim him her
‘wonder boy, her prodigy, her little demi-god of language’ (88). Yet
just as she favours her first-born over Adam, so she favours her second-born over her first-born, a betrayal that Cain represents as a failure of aesthetic taste as much as a moral failing: ‘She . . . made
mawkish art of herself – sitting like a virgin with a baby at her breast
and her eyes cast heavenwards, averted from the source of generation, modest, impregnable, fixed upon idea not matter’ (88, italics in
original). There is an implicit critique here of the emphasis in Christian theology, and art, on the cult of the Virgin with its attendant
pastoral, idealised view of humanity that denies its somatic, specifically its sexual, nature. Yet this anti-pastoral opposition to the sentimental image of virgin and child is complicated, if not compromised,
by Cain’s own preference for delicate euphemism (‘the source of generation’). Moreover, there is something self-serving about Cain’s portrait of Eve’s self-portrait: representing Eve as a prefiguration of the
Virgin Mary implies that Abel is a prefiguration of the Christ-child,
and that in turn implies that Cain’s killing of him is indeed more
reverential sacrifice than jealous murder. In Cain’s narrative, Eve
betrays Cain by transferring her affections from himself to Abel, Abel
betrays his brother by slavishly following God’s egomaniacal demands
for ever-more extravagant gestures of obeisance, and God himself
betrays Cain by disingenuously allowing him to believe that he might
please him, when in fact it is his inescapable destiny to transgress.
It is in the context of this perennial debate about whether free will is
possible in a world created and governed by a deity who is both omnipotent and omniscient – who, as Cain puts it, is ‘jealous of those of whom
[He] know[s] the beginning and the end’ (334) – that the third-person
narrator situates Cain’s appropriation of the naming of God’s creations:
Nomenclature had been at the heart of God’s disagreement with His
creatures from the start. He had foreseen evil as a problem . . . But He
was not prepared for names to come between them, forgetting how
essential to His idea of Himself was His Own. I AM WHAT I AM –
Cain’s refusal to offer sacrifice was nothing other than an unwillingness to accept the obligations inherent in That Name. YOU ARE, Cain
as good as told Him, WHAT YOU ARE NOT. (341)
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According to this account, God, in spite of his omniscience, anticipated disobedience in the form of moral weakness but not philosophical dissent. By framing Cain’s rebellion in terms of an ontological
challenge to the primacy of what Lacan (after Freud) calls the ‘Name
of the Father’, the narrator, like Cain himself, removes his offence
from the ethical to the metaphysical realm.5 Yet this argument relies
on the paradoxical notion that God might not only fail to foresee how
his creations might behave but also that he might ‘forget’ the sacrosanct nature of his own name. It also overlooks Cain’s own claim that
God is the author of all the plots to defy him:
Fantastical fictions boiled in His brain. Stories of treachery, envy, malice, spite. A whole bubbling mythology of celestial insurrection and
perfidy and disguise, all to posit the idea of a grand and almost worthy
adversary. (10)

Both versions of God are blasphemous in their imputation of fallibility to the deity, but whereas the third-person narrator constructs a
God whose weakness is an inability to foresee everything, Cain’s God
not only foresees all possible forms of opposition but contrives them,
out of a sort of mixture of ennui and paranoia. He becomes a voyeur,
‘a compulsive spectator’ at the mercy of his own ‘morbid narrative
curiosity – an inclination to see how it would turn out precisely
because it was bound to turn out badly’ (94, italics in original). To put
it another way, Cain’s God is an author who sabotages himself, undoing his own work masochistically (but also sadistically): ‘Was there
ever artist who hated his own artistry so feverishly? Or lover so intent
on proving himself betrayed?’ (95).6 Inverting the biblical notion of
God making man in his own image, Cain’s conceit produces a God
made in Cain’s image, a deity whose self-loathing mirrors Cain’s own
disgust at himself: ‘From the moment he had seen himself mirrored
cruelly in stagnant water he had hated the fresh thumbprints of God,
the rough stabs and gouges which he shared, a common disfigurement, with his father’ (35). Here Cain becomes a sort of anti-Narcissus, dismayed not only by his own appearance but by the way in
which, he believes, it reveals the negligence of his maker.
In this scheme of things, Cain is implicitly elevated to the role of
antagonist to the deity – ‘an almost worthy adversary’, to rival the
great rebel Satan (whose name means adversary) of Paradise Lost –
and at the same time demoted to the level of a pawn in a game of
chess that God is playing against himself. Like Rosencrantz in Tom
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Stoppard’s play Rosencrantz and Guildenstern Are Dead (1966), who
considers jumping overboard from the boat that is carrying them to
their fateful end in England in order to ‘put a spoke in the wheel’ of
the author of their destinies, before Guildenstern points out that this
might indeed be what the author is ‘counting on’ (1973: 3.177), Cain
must confront the possibility that even – or perhaps especially –
when he is resisting God’s will most wilfully, he is actually simply
complying with his grand plan. As Cain puts it: ‘Had I not known I was
predictable to Him, I might not at last have said, So be it, have it Your
own way, I will do what You always intended me to do’ (Jacobson
1992: 312). This notion of unconscious, inevitable complicity is
implicitly reinforced by the fact that the third-person narrator’s interpretation of Cain’s resistance as being tantamount to a renaming of
God himself – rebranding him as he who is what he is not – echoes
Cain’s self-definition, which he cites earlier in the novel: ‘I Am What
I Am Not’ (271). Cain’s romantic conception of himself as Yahweh’s
antagonist is both reinforced and undermined by Preplen, who represents God’s divine punishment as a domestic squabble: ‘So you fell
out! . . . He likes a little disagreement. It proves you’re listening . . .
As long as you keep talking, Cain, as long as you keep talking . . .’
(233; ellipses added). Preplen’s words invoke the predicament of King
David, the narrator of Joseph Heller’s God Knows (1984), who begins
the novel estranged from God and resolved that He ‘will have to make
the first move if He wants to end this tension between us’ but soon
becomes desparate to find a way to ‘to end this long silence between
me and the heavens without sacrificing my dignity’ (Heller 1984: 51,
54). They also provide a moment of dramatic irony, since Cain finishes the novel ‘to all intents and purposes mute’, ‘no longer naming
names’ and having ‘forgotten the word for God’ (Jacobson 1992:
342), intent only on building the tower with which Babel is synonomous: the Tower whose collapse is an allegory of the linguistic (as
well as moral) limitations of mankind.
The power of naming, specifically, and of words – and the Word –
generally, are, then, at the centre of the novel. If Pussy is a lament for
a contemporary culture that has lost its reverence for words, The Very
Model of a Man imagines an ancient culture in which words are worshipped. Yet it is also a culture in which betrayal is endemic, as suggested by the play on ‘naming names’ and the similar pun that Cain
makes when reproaching his father for breaking his promise to allow
him to name their new companions: ‘I thought you had given me
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your word’ (5). The Fall itself is fundamentally a story of betrayal: the
betrayal of Adam by Eve when she tempts him with the apple; the
betrayal of God by his creations in violating his one prohibition; and
God’s own betrayal of his creations through the very act of creating
them in the foreknowledge that they will betray him (if you follow
Cain’s argument that free will is illusory). In The Very Model of a Man
this initial cycle of betrayal is perpetuated: Eve and God betray Adam
through an intimacy that excludes him (like many married men in
Jacobson’s fiction Adam is said to have ‘desired his wife only from the
moment he became jealous of her’ (212)); Eve is betrayed by God
when his angel, Saraquel, attempts to rape her; and as we have seen
the story of Cain and Abel is also represented as a sequence of betrayals and self-betrayals.
Finally, Cain’s vocation as an artist necessarily implicates him in
acts of betrayal and self-betrayal. As the third-person narrator
observes, ‘the art he practises is confessional’ (19), and consequently
entails the public rehearsal of private intimacies, the disclosure of
confidences. Like many of Jacobson’s confessional narrators, Cain is
driven by the paradoxical desire to incriminate and exculpate himself: ‘Like all obsessive autobiographers, on a public stage or in a
private diary, he feels even more ill when he has disgorged himself
than when he hasn’t, and he feels ill enough when he hasn’t’ (152).
Disgusted and disillusioned with himself, he must disillusion his
audiences by debunking their pastoral myths:
They request the story of the paradisal garden from him, only they want
it told the way they want it believed. They have their own little clearings
of paradisal verdancy front and back, and any assault upon the First
Garden is implicitly a rudeness to theirs. (212)

Cain’s ‘conviction of worthlessness’, initially prompted by his ‘mother’s rejection’ of both himself and his father (55), is confirmed when
he kills the thing he loves – for he does love Abel, with a ‘heaving
love’, a ‘tenderness that scalds [his] eyes’ (184) – and by the punishment he receives for this crime. More perhaps than the fact of his
exile, it is the indelible ‘brand’ with which he is scarred that stigmatises Cain. Musing with characteristically witty wordiness on this
‘shame of fatalism’ (285), Cain describes himself as ‘marked out,
marked against, marked down, a man of mark, a man beside the
mark . . ./. . . a marked man’ (335, ellipses in original). Implicitly
acknowledging the ambiguity of the mark – a signifier of his status
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both as a sinner and a man protected by God – it is, above all, the fact
of difference that isolates and alienates Cain not from others but
from himself.
When Cain first arrives in Babel, rumours begin to circulate: that
he intends to ‘lure away our artisans for the purposes of building a
rival city’; that he ‘conceals a sulphurous tail beneath his gown’, ‘has
horns that sprout whenever the moon is crescent’ and that ‘a monstrous fiery letter has been burnt into his flesh by a god he’s wronged,
which smokes him awake the moment he lies down to sleep’ (25).
This final detail recalls Hawthorne’s The Scarlet Letter (1850), in
which Hester Prynne is compelled by the Salem elders to sport a letter ‘A’ as a public mark of her adultery, a letter which is rumoured to
be ‘red-hot with infernal fire’ (Hawthorne 2004: 102). Like Cain’s
mark, Hester’s letter is in fact both stigma and mark of distinction
(she decorates it elaborately, so that it comes to be seen as a signifier
of her status as an artist), but whereas Hester’s ostracisation enables
her to become a protofeminist freethinker, the mixture of awe, fear
and hostility aroused by Cain’s mark makes of him a sort of protovictim of antisemitism. Preplen – himself an outsider from the land of
Nod (close to Eden), whose murder is chillingly dismissed by the
Babelites with the observation ‘given how fast they breed one less is
hardly a catastrophe’ (Jacobson 1992: 324) – identifies the toxic
mythology that grows up around Cain as a manifestation of what he
calls ‘anti-Edenitism’ (29).
In this respect, The Very Model of a Man anticipates J, which similarly deals with the phenomenon of antisemitism allegorically,
although in the case of the later novel by envisaging a dystopian
future in which Jews have been expunged from the historical record,
rather than a biblical prehistory before Jews existed. Yet The Very
Model of a Man is also concerned with questions of narrative authority; like many other post-war novelisations of biblical narratives it
‘talks back’ to the scriptures, producing an unauthorised version of a
canonical tale which represents itself as an attempt to set the record
straight, or at least to provide an alternative perspective which in
some way complicates and/or subverts the familiar one. The Very
Model of a Man is not, finally, an attempt to rehabilitate Cain – he is
too self-aware and too self-critical to try to inhabit the moral high
ground – but it is an attempt to give him a voice, to reinstate him into
a narrative from which he had been ‘expunged . . . Eclipsed. Occulted’
(89). In the process of doing this, Jacobson revisits many of the
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themes of his earlier novels – anti-pastoral comedy, sexual rivalry, the
(un)reliability of narrative, the ethics of autobiographical fiction – but
he also creates his first fully rounded (hu)man character, the model
for the men who were to follow.
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No More Mr Nice Guy (1998)
In an interview to promote Pussy on the BBC Radio Four entertainment programme Loose Ends, Howard Jacobson told the broadcaster
Clive Anderson that the subject of his next novel, and indeed of all
his writing from now on, was to be ‘old men feeling melancholic and
thinking about the grave’ (Anderson 2017). In doing so, Jacobson
was invoking the two great lodestones of his career, Shakespeare7 and
Philip Roth, alluding to Prospero’s vow, at the end of The Tempest,
that ‘every third thought shall be my grave’ (V, i, 366), but also, by
implication, Roth’s novel Sabbath’s Theater, whose epigraph is this
line and whose protagonist, Mickey Sabbath, is a melancholy, deathhaunted old man. Sabbath spends much of the novel loitering in
graveyards, visiting the graves of lost loved ones and seeking out a
hospitable resting place for himself, as well as conversing with the
ghost of his long-deceased mother. He repeatedly contemplates suicide. Yet he is also, paradoxically, possessed of an insatiable appetite
for life, for ‘More defeat! More disappointment! More deceit! . . .
more cunt!’ (Roth 1995: 247).
Sabbath was clearly the prototype for the protagonist of No More
Mr Nice Guy, Frank Ritz, even if his name seems to have been taken
from the famous New York Times chief theatre reviewer, Frank Rich
(like Rich, Ritz is a professional critic, but of television). Like Sabbath, Frank ‘has death daily in his eyes’ (Jacobson 1998a: 250); like
Sabbath, Frank prides himself on his amorality (in such a way as to
suggest, paradoxically, the sensibility of a moralist); and like Sabbath,
Frank is an incorrigible ‘cunt-head’ (86), whose hypermasculinity is
partly an attempt to conceal, or compensate for, a more ambiguous
sexual identity. The novel begins with Ritz being expelled from his
Eden – the study which houses all the ‘machinery indispensable to
the smooth running of his life’ – for the sin of making too much
noise (1). Mel, Frank’s wife, retreats into the garden to escape the
constant ‘sizzle of static’ from Frank’s study, but when Frank ventures into her pastoral realm, he violates it, ‘ruin[ing] her garden for
her’ (256). In another echo of Sabbath’s Theater, which opens with
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Sabbath’s lover, Drenka, issuing him with an ultimatum – ‘Forswear
fucking others or the affair is over’ (Roth 1995: 3) – Mel tells him to
‘Shut the fuck up or get the fuck out!’ (Jacobson 1998a: 2). For Frank,
the conflict is about the incompatibility of ‘the ceaseless racket of a
masculinist universe’ (3) with the sensibilities of women, who have
turned themselves into ‘acoustic freaks’ with ‘micro-hearing’ (3) so
refined that Mel is disturbed even by ‘the sound of him listening’ (3).
Mel, who writes ‘feministical-erotic novels long hand’ (5), is suffering from an eating disorder, but Frank is suffering from something
even more intractable: ‘a common compulsive disorder known as
man’ (130).
No More Mr Nice Guy follows Frank’s picaresque adventures as he
visits past haunts and lovers, hooks up with an overweight female
comedian who bears more than a passing resemblance to Jo Brand,
and explores his own masculinity.8
When all is said and done, Frank considers himself to be a Rabelaisian
man. He drank, he fornicated, he pigged out, he belched, he farted, he
slept, he rose on the arched dolphin back of his dick, ready to breast the
wild waves of existence all over again. He was a force of nature, wasn’t
he. He was the functions disporting themselves. (131)

The debt here to Mikhail Bakhtin’s seminal study, Rabelais and His
World (1965), in which the Russian critic represents Rabelais as the
arch-advocate of a worldview in which the ‘grotesque body’ is celebrated, is made explicit when Frank quotes him to his wife directly
after this passage. However, it is implicit throughout the novel, with
its insistent emphasis on the (male) body as a site of humiliation and
degradation but also, paradoxically, of an invigorating, subversive
comic energy: what Bakhtin calls the ‘carnivalesque’ (Bakhtin 2009:
passim). Although it is a third-person narrative, No More Mr Nice Guy
is focalised through Frank, and it is clear that both the list of bodily
functions and the lyrical metaphor of his phallus as a dolphin are
representations of Frank’s self-image, articulated in his own language. Yet there is also an implied authorial irony at work here, puncturing both Frank’s intellectual pretensions and his man-of-the-people
shtick. The redundant ‘When all is said and done’ at the start of the
passage and the similarly superfluous ‘wasn’t he’, shorn of the question mark which would ordinarily accompany it, at the end of the
penultimate sentence suggest self-conscious rhetorical performance
rather than authentic self-revelation.
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This slightly awkward self-consciousness tellingly manifests itself
throughout the novel in the context of masculinity. It is evident in the
very title of the novel – again, an apparent expression of Frank’s own
resolution to be uncompromisingly true to his instincts, to be a ‘Rabelaisian man’ of unapologetic appetites, an uninhibited ‘force of nature’ –
which presses into service a cliché which must be read ironically, if
not parodically. Frank alternates between macho posturing and caricaturing himself as an emasculated victim of the very machismo to
which he pays lip service. On the one hand, he ‘believes that he performs a near-Darwinian function in relation to women – he quarrels
their vital spark into flame’ (Jacobson 1998a: 79) and on the other
hand he imagines for himself an epitaph that proclaims that he ‘wasn’t
man enough to give a woman a good thrashing’ (119). At times Frank’s
masculinity is represented as predatory and patronising: ‘that’s what
Frank thinks about all women – isn’t it? – that they exist for him . . . to
fuck and pity’ (259). At other times it is represented as intrinsically
ridiculous: ‘He was a man. Ignominy was his middle name’ (232).
Similarly, his quest for sexual adventure is invariably absurd, resulting
either in humiliation at the hands of the opposite sex – ‘the ynaf was
making clowns of us’ (166) – or in self-abuse, ‘the universal comedy
of wanking’ (179). Yet this apparent dichotomy is not as clear-cut as it
may first appear. Just as the unanswered question ‘isn’t it?’, interpolated in the middle of the clause claiming to report what Frank thinks
about women, introduces a note of ambiguity, so the term ‘ynaf’, a pet
term for sex coined by the juvenile Frank and his peers by inverting an
abbreviated version of ‘fanny’, is both a self-satirical expression of the
boys’ adolescent humour and a satirical reification of the female other
that they fear and desire.
At the centre of the novel (literally and metaphorically) is a lengthy
debate on the ethics and semantics of his discourse on female genitalia between Frank and D., a feminist comedian whose confessional,
sexually explicit stand-up routines the narrator, once again using free
indirect discourse to represent Frank’s voice, characterises as consisting of telling ‘fat slag shagger stories on the stage which were of practical help, surprise surprise, to everyone but herself’ (162). D. begins
by objecting to the objectifying language that Frank habitually uses to
describe women.
‘Did you hear yourself just now? The cunt. The knish. You talk about
women as if they were nothing but parts. The bit of what you fancy . . .
A cunt belongs to someone, Frank.’
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‘Does it? I’m not sure it does. A cunt is leased to someone, I’ll accept
that. I think a cunt belongs to nature, and a woman is but the steward
of it . . . What you’re actually against is that when our sex looks at
your sex we think of giving it one. It’s the impersonal mirth you don’t
like.’
‘Mirth!’
‘Dead right. When we were kids we used to go on ynaf hunt . . . Where
I come from, ynaf’s backward chat for fanny. Great name for a vagina,
wouldn’t you agree? Ynaf. Wonderful to get your tongue around. Philosophical, to boot. It’s got why in it – the big question – and wine in it
and naff in it, but mostly it’s got laugh in it.’
‘The laugh being mostly on whom, Frank?’ (165–66)

Arguably, it is the thoroughly dialogical (another term popularised by
Bakhtin) nature of the novel that redeems it from charges of misogyny, although a less charitable view would be that incorporating criticism of Frank’s sexual politics is a way of having your cake and eating
it. At any rate, these scenes between Frank and D. are the most vivid
and best-written passages in the novel. There is little doubt that D.
wins this argument: she is pithy and pointed while Frank becomes
rather pompous and mystical (‘a cunt belongs to nature, and a woman
is but the steward of it’). Frank’s celebration of the comical neologism
hardly helps his cause, since he can’t resist inserting into it a sly reference to cunnilingus (‘Wonderful to get your tongue round’) and
since, as D.’s final question suggests, it is unclear whether the joke is
really on the inept, sex-crazed teenagers or on the objects of their
desire, who are implicitly objectified and ridiculed through the very
use of the term ‘ynaf’. At the same time, his deconstruction of the
word is witty, if perhaps somewhat disingenuous (retrospectively
attributing linguistic richness to crude schoolboy slang). It is also
poignant, since it hints at the boys’ discomfort at talking explicitly
about sex: ynaf is a code word, but it is also a euphemism, a strategy
for comically deflating a potentially explosive topic. Moreover, Frank’s
nostalgic pleasure in recalling the ‘ynaf hunt’ seems to derive more
from the memory of the comradeship with his peers entailed by the
‘hunt’ than by any success in locating its quarry.
In this sense, the ‘ynaf hunt’ exemplifies a key aspect of Frank’s
sexuality: that it is defined as much in terms of his relationships with
other men as women. Frank’s first sexual adventures are shared with
his best friend Kurt. Fellow ynaf hunters, they are supposed to be
partners in crime, yet Kurt’s presence invariably sabotages Frank:
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If Kurt’s fucking in the same room as he is, he can’t come. If Kurt’s
fucking in the same house but in a different room he can come but the
girl always spits him out. Kurt sours his sperm, that’s what it comes to.
Kurt curdles him. (64)

Although this might appear at first to be a case of Frank feeling
intimidated by a rival’s potency (akin, perhaps, to paruresis, a common social phobia that makes it difficult for men to urinate in the
company of other men), there is another explanation, hinted at in the
diction of the last two sentences above. The proximity of ‘curdle’ to
‘cuddle’ and the pun on ‘comes’ in ‘that’s what it comes to’, a phrase
that separates two clauses in which, in terms of grammatical structure, Kurt is acting directly on Frank himself and his sperm; all of this
gives the passage a pronounced homoerotic inflection. This is made
more explicit in the later observation that Frank and Kurt ‘can’t pull
. . . together, can’t share one, can’t start from an end each and meet in
the middle’ (64). Once again, the sexual intimacy necessitated by the
act of ‘shar[ing]’ a woman is heightened by the ambiguity of the
phrases ‘pull . . . together’ (which, as well as denoting a scenario in
which each of them hooks up with a girl, also connotes a process of
bonding and of simultaneous, possibly mutual, masturbation) and
‘meet in the middle’ (which might involve not just sexual co-operation but communion). The pun on ‘pulling’ is revisited later, when
the narrator observes that ‘[t]he point of all the pulling . . . the whole
point of keife [a Yiddish term for female genitals] . . . was that it
brought you together’ (94). Here the notion that the ynaf hunt is not
so much a means to an end as an end that justifies the means – the
means being male bonding – is made explicit.
After being fast friends in their youth, Kurt and Frank fall out after
Frank has a fling with Kurt’s partner, Liz. After a long period of
estrangement, Frank hunts down Liz, hoping for forgiveness. After
trying the door and getting no answer, he climbs in through a window and makes his way to the bathroom, where he believes Liz is
taking a shower. Instead of his old flame, however, he encounters his
old friend, stepping out of the cubicle:
Perhaps because he is naked, perhaps because his face and his hair are
wet and there is water glissading down his chest, washing every sort of
advancement off him, Kurt looks the same to Frank today as he has
looked in his memory throughout the last twenty years. A boy still . . .
an Indian brave . . . Sabu, that’s who he has always looked like. (152–53)
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The erotic frisson here is evident from the lingering, lyrical description of Kurt’s appearance and from the exotic comparisons with the
Indian brave and Sabu Dastagir (known popularly by his first name),
an Indian-born actor famous for his roles as a beautiful, scantily clad
‘native’ boy in The Thief of Baghdad (1940) and Jungle Book (1942).
When Kurt – impressively impassive, since, the narrator claims, he
‘will never be astounded by any infamous act of violation’ that Frank
commits – dismisses his old friend, Frank leaves in tears, ‘his leaping
heart shot down as though by a deadly hunter’ (153). Is there an echo
in that final word of the ynaf hunting of their youth? And of Sabu’s
most famous role as Mowgli, whose hunting skills are legendary?
Regardless, the only plausible objective correlative for Frank’s fervid
emotional state is an interest in Kurt that is not purely platonic. This
interest becomes explicitly sexual in a dream that Frank recalls having on two occasions, though he’s ‘prepared to accept that he may
have had it more than twice and wiped the memory’: a dream of ‘putting Kurt’s penis in his mouth’ (186). In spite of the implicit confession that he might be repressing consciousness of this dream because
its content disturbs him, Frank goes on to rationalise it, trying to
reconcile it with his heteronormative self-image by arguing that,
since he and Kurt have ‘identical penises’ (186), his dream is actually
auto-erotic rather than homoerotic: that ‘when Frank dreams of sucking Kurt’s penis, he is only dreaming of sucking his own’ (187). At
this point, the narrator, unusually, diverges from Frank’s perspective,
pointing out that this explanation ‘fails to honour . . . the immensity
of the grief Frank experienced when he awoke from the dreams and
found his mouth empty’ (187).
Like many of Jacobson’s protagonists, Frank believes, as he explains
to D., that to have one’s (female) sexual partner coveted by a (male)
friend is a ‘compliment’ to which the polite response is to share and
share alike: ‘Be my guest, enjoy yourself . . . Here, look, I’ll even hold
her legs apart so you can enter her in comfort’ (159). In the absence
of any prospect of actually performing fellatio on his friend, the closest Frank is likely to come to sexual intimacy with Kurt is to put his
penis where his has been. And if he can’t achieve this by inviting Kurt
to share his lover, then Frank must share his, uninvited, as he does
with Liz. In this context, it is significant that when Frank finds himself unsatisfied by an encounter with a prostitute, he begins to wonder if perhaps she might be ‘a man after all’ before dismissing the
possibility on the basis that ‘[a] man would have a better idea of what
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might be conducive to that big cock she’s been talking about . . . a
better idea of where another man’s balls hang out’ (125). Again, the
playful sexual pun on ‘hang out’ here disguises an anxiety over the
blurring of heterosexual and homoerotic desires.
When Frank is not casting himself as a gladiator in the arena of
sexual combat, constantly ‘in competition with the rest of . . . [his]
sex’ (258), he finds himself effeminised. When he visits a cafe in Torquay with D. he is served a ‘camp cappuccino’ by the gay waiter, with
chocolate sprinkled (or so he convinces himself) in the shape of an
anus on the top (182). When he goes on a retreat to a monastery he
recalls the occasion when he is sexually humiliated by a former lover,
Clarice, who ‘got him to wear her pants’ and had ‘put lipstick on his
mouth’ before ‘us[ing] something’ on him with which she ‘draws
blood’ (244). At one point he even decides that ‘he wanted to be Mel
now’ (234), ostensibly in order to partake of her own sexual experience with Clarice but, given the fact that his abbreviation of Mel’s
name renders her gender ambiguous and his conviction that ‘[b]eauty
in a woman . . . has to have something of the boy in it’ (23), possibly
as the expression of more profound psychosexual urges. Again,
there is a parallel with Roth’s Sabbath here, who at one point proclaims himself to be his deceased lover, Drenka, and who shares
with her an androgynous female lover, just as Frank shares Clarice
with Mel.
The novel ends with Frank returning with his tail between his legs
to his marital home: ‘emptied of all noise’ (260), which, since noise
has been figured throughout the novel as an emblem of masculine
identity, signifies a symbolic castration. This is the final irony of the
novel: that, rather than becoming a hardened, ruthless alpha male, as
its title suggests he will, Frank finishes his journey of self-discovery
as quiet, quiescent, all his rebellious spirit quelled. In this respect, No
More Mr Nice Guy establishes a template that most of Jacobson’s middle-career fiction follows.
Who’s Sorry Now? (2002)
After the interval of the autobiographical comic novel The Mighty
Walzer, which I will discuss in the next chapter, Jacobson returned to
the themes of No More Mr Nice Guy in Who’s Sorry Now? On the face
of it, the novel is a sexual farce. It follows the fortunes of two best
friends, Marvin Kreitman and Charlie Merriweather, as they fall in
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and out of love with each other’s wives and become embroiled in an
increasingly complex love hexagon, involving Charlie’s sister-in-law,
Dotty (with whom Kreitman is in love and whom Charlie propositions) and Nyman, a cycle courier who knocks down Kreitman at the
start of the novel. Like No More Mr Nice Guy, however, the novel is
fundamentally concerned with masculinity in crisis.
Like Frank Ritz, Kreitman has constructed himself as a hypermasculine, sexually voracious warrior, a man who ‘was in sexual competition with everybody, not only those he knew and had already
challenged, but with men he had never seen and never would see’, a
man determined to avoid being mired in the ‘cesspit of sameness’
that he associates with fidelity, a man for whom niceness is anathema
(Jacobson 2002a: 126, 31). When Merriweather refers to his own sex
life with his wife (also called Charlie, but nicknamed Chas)9 as ‘nice’,
it’s like a red rag to a bull for Kreitman:
‘You mean tired sex.’
‘I mean nice sex. Same person, same place, same time – I like that.
But that doesn’t mean I disapprove of your way. I just don’t have the
balls.’
‘Fairy!’ (15–16)

The insult with which Kreitman concludes their dialogue is partly an
in-joke, referring back to an earlier exchange between the men, conducted during the course of the same meal, one of their ritual weekly
lunches at a Chinese restaurant in Soho:
‘Not the homo routine, Marvin.’
‘I can’t help it. I’m homophobic.’
‘You affect to be homophobic.’
‘Only because I’m a latent homosexual.’
‘You’re not a latent homosexual. And anyway, no homosexual would
have you.’
‘That’s why I’m homophobic.’ (13)

What emerges from this Helleresque conversation is that Merriweather shares his friend’s conviction that sexual promiscuity is an
index of heterosexual masculinity, a yardstick according to which he
falls short, lacking ‘the balls’ of Kreitman, and that Kreitman has a
propensity for identifying both himself and his friend as homosexuals, albeit in a spirit of self-conscious facetiousness. Later, the narrator expands on Kreitman’s self-parodic performance of anxiety about
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his own sexuality, in the context of the conspicuous public displays of
queer culture in Soho:
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Genuinely bothered by gays, were they? No. Yes. No. Yes. No, not bothered exactly. More destabilised. How could they not be? . . . Of the two,
Kreitman was more agitated by gayness . . . He felt seriously undermined by it. (17)

Once again, Jacobson uses a third-person narrator whose modus operandi is to paraphrase the thoughts of the protagonist closely, using
focalisation and free indirect discourse, but whose point of view
diverges from his at times, offering an implicitly ironic authorial perspective. Here this divergence appears to become more pronounced
as the passage develops. The initial, off-hand question (‘Genuinely
bothered by gays, were they?’) and the vacillating response to it (‘No.
Yes. No. Yes.’) seem to represent Kreitman’s own reflections, following
the fluctuations of his own consciousness. The careful clarification of
his position (‘No, not bothered exactly. More destabilised’) might also
accurately represent his interpretation of his feelings, but the rhetorical question that follows it (‘How could they not be?’) might suggest
that there is something defensive, perhaps self-delusional, about this
interpretation; that it is in fact a rationalisation. Finally, there is a
sober assessment of the situation that seems to come from a source
entirely external to Kreitman, which implies that the earlier use of the
plural ‘they’ might have been disingenuous, and which concludes that
Kreitman alone feels genuinely threatened by what he sees as a new
paradigm, a world in which ‘Antony and Antony’ has displaced Antony
and Cleopatra as ‘the great love story of our time’ (17). For Kreitman,
the zeitgeist has rendered his own brand of masculinity redundant,
leaving him ‘toiling at an activity no longer prized’ (17).
Like Frank Ritz, Marvin Kreitman presents himself as part of an
endangered species: an anachronistically heteronormative man who
must be punished for his unreconstructed desires.10 It is significant in
this context that, like Ritz, Kreitman has recourse to nostalgic recollections of his childhood to bolster his fragile sense of masculinity, citing
the halcyon days when he and his friends would ask each other ‘Cop
any other, last night?’ as corroborating evidence that his desires have
always been centred on the ‘other’ gender rather than his own (17). Yet
this passage is immediately succeeded by a more recent memory: of
fraternising with two German gay men in Hamburg, of whom the narrator observes: ‘He had found them handsome, found their neatness
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transfixing, enjoyed the musky smell of them, got drunk and allowed
his tongue to run away with him’ (17). Here, again, the diction is suggestive of feelings of which Kreitman may not be consciously aware, or
may not want to acknowledge. The use of the adjective ‘transfixing’ and
the visceral pleasure (the ‘musky smell of them’) that Kreitman seems
to derive from the physical proximity of the gay men invests the episode with a homoerotic undercurrent, but it is the concluding phrase
that is particularly arresting. Although it is being used primarily in the
proverbial sense of saying something unintended, in this context it
seems also to be a manifestation of the very phenomenon it describes,
since there is surely an implied double entendre here.
Kreitman seems to hover on the edge of some sort of realisation
when he asks himself, in the light of this drunken evening, ‘what it
was about his masculinity that it shied so nervously . . . from masculinity in others’ (18), but the question is left unanswered. Similarly,
when Kreitman goes to meet Chas Merriweather, at her gym, at the
start of their affair, he is aware of being profoundly uneasy at having
to undress in the locker room alongside other men – ‘Naked with one
another, men were too naked. Kreitman found them frightening’
(200) – but does not pursue the implications of this gymnophobia.
These implications are incipient in the very origins of the wife-swapping agreement that he and Charlie embark on at the end of their
boozy lunch in Soho at the start of the novel.
Over the course of the lunch, Kreitman notices that his friend’s eye
is roving – ravenously, indiscriminately – over the bodies of all the
women who come into their orbit: ‘Tonight, by one of those queer
reversals incident to an old intimacy, it was Charles Merriweather
whose eye was squeaking loosely in its unprotected socket . . . “She’s
gorgeous,” he said, meaning almost anyone’ (31, my italics). Once
again, the word ‘queer’ here has a buried meaning, one which is reinforced when Kreitman reflects on ‘twenty years of veering from the
straight and narrow’ (31, my italics) and when Charlie proclaims that
‘it is the women who are stopping us doing what we’d like to’ (50).
In this context, it is difficult not to read the agreement of the men to
‘[e]xchange the women’ (50, italics in original) as a resolution to consummate their own relationship by proxy, particularly given the apparent instrumentality of the female lovers suggested by the formulation
‘the women’. This reading gains traction from the fact that just as they
are on the verge of striking their deal, Kreitman is knocked out cold by
a young, lycra-clad man, whose reckless speed and androgynous
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appearance had prompted Kreitman to scream homophobic abuse at
him earlier in the day. Regaining consciousness at hospital, Kreitman’s first words – ‘Is this where they are laid who tangle with a faggot?’
(52) – is again notable for the sexual puns on ‘laid’ and ‘tangle’.
The cyclist turns out to be an ersatz courier named Nyman, who only
pretends to deliver packages but whose real ambition is ‘to go on television to show that I am exceptionally unexceptional’ (116). Priding himself on his amorphousness – ‘I do not have a self’ (113) he declares over
dinner in the presence of the Kreitmans and the Merriweathers –
Nyman nevertheless exerts a powerful attraction over the assembled
company. Hazel, Kreitman’s wife, finds Nyman’s ‘gender-undemonstrative’ self-presentation intriguing; Chas Merriweather notes with
interest ‘how pointedly he averts his eyes’ from hers; and Kreitman
himself, as Hazel drily notes, spends ‘all night’ ‘trying to woo him’ (117).
At one point the narrator observes, paradoxically, that ‘[w]hat everybody
found personable about Nyman was his absence of personality’ (108),
but for Kreitman, Nyman’s name, which he takes to be ‘an Anglicisation of Niemand . . . meaning Nobody’ (69), is symbolic not merely of
an existential void but of a sexual ambiguity that he finds unnerving.11
When Kreitman realises that Hazel is sexually attracted to Nyman, he
offers to impersonate Nyman in sexual role-play, telling her to ‘Call me
Nyman. I am your husband’s enemy. Beg me to fuck you’ (120–21).
Recalling Fugelman’s insistence in Peeping Tom that his wife, Sharon,
pretend that he is Rowland Fitzpiers while they make love, Kreitman’s
invitation is notable, too, for the way he figures Nyman as Hazel’s ‘husband’s enemy’ rather than her lover, thus representing their (simulated)
affair as primarily a transaction between the two men.
At first Nyman appears to be more a catalyst for the sexual restlessness of the two couples – a convenient narrative device – than a significant character in his own right, as is perhaps only appropriate for
a man who aspires to disappear, and whose real name turns out, ironically, to be Norman (nearly a homonym for ‘normal’). After the dinner,
with its ‘roundelay of [flirtatious] exchanges’ (113) involving everyone
but Charlie, and a nocturnal game of croquet between Chas and
Nyman, a series of events is set in motion which ends up with Charlie moving in with Hazel and Kreitman cohabiting with Chas. Yet
Kreitman remains obsessed with Nyman. During their time together,
Chas observes that the anger he expresses whenever Nyman’s name
crops up is ‘over and above’ (258) the resentment he purports to feel
at being knocked over by him. As she puts it: ‘The boy hardly merits
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so much passion . . . I think he’s a pretext’ (258), her use of the word
‘passion’ again implying not merely the intensity of Kreitman’s feelings but that these feelings might be erotic in nature. Initially, Kreitman
pretends not to understand what she is driving at but then he concedes that the source of his agitation is the fact that he ‘puts himself
about as a faggot, and you assure me he isn’t’ (258). Their conversation eventually peters out, inconclusively, but the episode ends with
Chas unable to dispel the feeling, as she is ‘lying listening to Kreitman’s body think, that even as it thought about her it sometimes
thought, and sometimes thought too long, about Nyman as well. And
she didn’t want to be a party to any of that stuff, whatever it was’ (259).
Rather than naming the objective correlative for the intensity of
Kreitman’s feelings towards Nyman, Chas, whose thoughts are being
reported with the intimate knowledge often afforded to Jacobson’s
third-person narrators, resorts to vague euphemisms (‘pretext’, ‘that
stuff’), but the implication of her suspicion that Kreitman’s ‘body’
spends ‘too long’ thinking about Nyman is clear enough. Moreover,
Kreitman himself has already admitted to Charlie, in a move which
now appears as though it might have been a double bluff of sorts, that
his aggressive homophobic rhetoric is a performance designed to disguise the fact that he is a ‘latent homosexual’ (13).
Taking up a significant section of the novel, the game of musical
marriages nonetheless turns out to be temporary: when the music
stops, the couples return to their former partners; or rather, the Merriweathers return to their ‘nice’ marriage and Kreitman resumes his
role as Hazel’s estranged husband. Yet the spectre of Nyman returns
to haunt Kreitman at the end of the novel, when he beats up Kreitman’s daughter, Juliet, who had befriended him. Hazel is clear where
the responsibility for this lies: ‘You wound the boy up mercilessly . . .
You ragged him and ragged him and at the same time you used him
to get yourself hot’ (323). Like Chas’s earlier reference to Kreitman’s
‘passion’, the phrase ‘get yourself hot’ is ambiguous: it might suggest
that Nyman served as a catalyst for Kreitman’s anger, but it seems also
to hint that his teasing of the young man stoked his sexual appetite.
The novel ends with Kreitman being flogged by a dominatrix, feeling ‘alive in every fibre’ (326). This might be interpreted as a form of
penance: a self-inflicted punishment to expiate his guilt for his infidelities, and for his ‘ragging’ of Nyman and the beating of his daughter that is its consequence (according to Hazel). Yet directly prior to
this episode, Kreitman wanders the streets of Soho, returning to the
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scene of his initial encounter with Nyman, his intentions opaque,
even perhaps to himself. ‘Has he come looking for Nyman?’, asks the
narrator; ‘Maybe he has, maybe he hasn’t’ (324). Recalling the uncertainty of the response to the question of whether ‘gays [genuinely]
bothered’ him or not at the start of the novel, it leaves open the question not simply of whether or not Kreitman intends to seek out his
nemesis, but what he intends to do if he finds him. In this context,
Kreitman’s decision to hire a nameless, anonymous stranger to beat
him seems to be a displacement of his taboo desires, or a masochistic
punishment for harbouring them in the first instance, or both. Earlier in the novel, the narrator had observed that ‘Kreitman was a devotee of pain. A sexual insult to Marvin Kreitman was more rousing
than any flattering come-on could ever be to men who like their pleasures straight’ (141). At the time, the phrase ‘devotee of pain’ seemed
to signify an emotional masochism rather than a sexual fetish and
the term ‘straight’ might have seemed to be a synonym for ‘straightforward’ rather than ‘heterosexual’, but retrospectively it seems to be
another coded reference to Kreitman’s transgressive queerness.
What Kreitman fears more than anything else is not that he will be
trapped in a world of conventional ‘niceness’ but rather that he will
be exposed for his lack of ‘niceness’. Ultimately, Kreitman (whose
name literally means ‘man of strife’ in German) is a man at war not
with the opposite sex, nor with male rivals, but with himself. In her
review of the novel, Alex Clark observes that Kreitman is ‘Jacobson’s
most fretted-over creation, a character who can’t go two pages without another ruminative refinement, a tweaking here, a deepening
there’ (Clark 2002), yet it is Kreitman’s fretting over himself that
makes him a tragicomic figure, and arguably the most complex and
memorable character in Jacobson’s oeuvre up to this point. If Kreitman appears at first sight to be a man undergoing a midlife crisis, he
ends up desperately trying to fend off the demons not just of ageing
but of his own sexuality. Similarly, a plot that has superficial similarities with bedroom farce turns out to be the scaffolding on which
Jacobson erects a dark, complex meditation on masculinity, contemporary sexual politics and mortality.
The Making of Henry (2004)
The germ of Jacobson’s eighth novel might be found in ‘A little night
reading’, an essay that he published in the same year as Who’s Sorry
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Now? In it, Jacobson spoke of his enthusiasm for the protagonist of
John Berryman’s epic cycle of poems, The Dream Songs: ‘I want his
minstrel hero Henry . . . for a hero of my own . . . I am haunted to
near madness by the lines “There sat down, once, a thing on Henry’s
heart/so heavy, if he had a hundred years/& more, and weeping,
sleepless, in all them time/Henry could not make good”’ (Jacobson
2002b: 40).12 From these lines, Jacobson seems to have taken not just
the name of his protagonist but the title of the novel, The Making of
Henry, whose second word echoes the penultimate word from the
passage that Jacobson quotes, and the sense of melancholy that
afflicts him: like his namesake, Jacobson’s Henry Nagel has suffered
what Berryman, referring to his Henry, described as ‘an irreversible
loss’ (Berryman 1990: vi).
On the face of it, Henry Nagel also has much in common with
Marvin Kreitman. Like Kreitman, Nagel regards himself as an embattled representative of a masculinity endangered by challenges to conventional ideas of gender and sexuality. As a lecturer at Pennine
College, a fictional higher education institution in which the English
Department is dominated by ‘bookwomen in whose name literature
. . . [was] a sort of evidential documentation of persecution, or when
not that, a palimpsest of resistance’ (Jacobson 2005a: 165), Nagel
finds himself isolated, intellectually and ideologically, tolerated only
because he serves ‘as a warning and a specimen . . . evidence of the
life that roamed the planet, but which, due to . . . some incorrigible
predisposition to male-centred humanism . . . is now extinct’ (179).
The satirical comedy here, though initially aimed at the fashionable
dogmas of the literary feminists, also functions at Nagel’s expense. If
it might seem cruel of his female colleagues to regard Nagel as exemplifying an anachronistic idea of ‘male-centred humanism’, it should
be said that the hat fits. As a retired sexagenarian living alone in an
apartment (inherited from his father) in the affluent London suburb
of St. John’s Wood, Nagel looks on aghast at the ‘men in their seventies and eighties even, parading arm in arm, braceleted and medallioned and shoulder-bagged – and these are the straight men’ (88).
Like Kreitman, Nagel feels like a man out of time, superannuated,
particularly in the context of contemporary sexual politics.
Like Kreitman, too, Nagel is a man ‘impelled . . . [by] disgust and
embarrassment with himself’ (164), a shame and anxiety that revolves
around his masculinity. These feelings originate with incidents in his
childhood in which he is ridiculed for appearing effeminate by his
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father and his best friend, Osmond (‘Hovis’) Belkin: ‘They devitalised
him. They impugned his masculinity. They called him a girl’ (78). On
one level, Nagel internalises this emasculating view of himself, as suggested by his observation that ‘[t]hat’s what happens when you give
your life to teaching the literary history of girls. You become one’ (203).
However, the context for this self-critique complicates this deterministic narrative: it is part of a confession that Nagel yearns to make but
resists articulating out loud to the lately discovered love of his life,
Moira. What Nagel wants to get off his chest is that, some years ago,
out of ‘pique’ and ‘envy’ (204, 203) he had published a scathing review
of a film directed by Belkin. Arguing that his erstwhile schoolmate’s
work was ‘stage-bound, artificial, unctuous and self-pleasing’, Nagel
had quoted Fanny Price’s explanation, to Edmund, of her rejection of
Henry Crawford’s proposal of marriage in Jane Austen’s Mansfield
Park (published in 1814): ‘I am persuaded that this director does not
think as he ought on serious subjects’ (203). In retrospect, Nagel
judges himself harshly not simply because he was ‘motivated by malice’ but because his appropriation of Austen had inflected his review
with a tone of ‘primness’ (203). Yet he does not comment on the odd
incongruity of paraphrasing Austen’s infamously strait-laced heroine’s
judgement on the charming, witty, impulsive bad boy of Mansfield Park
to deliver his own verdict on his contemporary.
One possible explanation for Nagel’s citation of Austen is suggested by the incident, later in the narrative, when he unexpectedly
encounters a figure whom he initially mistakes for his old schoolfriend but who turns out in fact to be his son. Like Frank Ritz, the
protagonist of No More Mr Nice Guy, Nagel is persistently pricked by
the ‘deathful possibilities of the present’ (63). An inveterate ‘wanderer among graves’ (35) who regularly talks to the ghost of his father
(an illusionist, fire-eater and origamist whose stage name was Uncle
Izzi), Nagel, at the age of 64, has been exercised by the question of
‘[w]here best to be dead . . . for as long as he can remember (62)’.13 On
this particular day, Nagel sets out ‘looking for somewhere to be buried’ (219) and ends up in Totter Down cemetery, where he has heard
there is a marvellous yew tree. Having admired the yew, which
appears to be ‘petrified with age, its bronzed bark twisted like Laocoön, pitted with barnacles as though it has been at sea for five hundred years, at its heart a whorled hollow, black and damp, resembling
an entrance to the underworld’ (230), Nagel is about to make his way
out of the cemetery when he spots a ‘ghostly’, familiar figure.
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Instantly, Nagel is convinced that the ‘visitant’ is his ‘oldest and best
friend, not seen for thirty or more years – Osmond “Hovis” Belkin, to
the very tips of his soft smoker’s fingers’ (231). His ‘heart hammer[ing] in his chest’, Nagel subjects the man to a ‘wild embrace’,
only to be greeted with a demurral, delivered with a ‘half-apologetic
expression . . . meaning you are a bit of a girl, aren’t you, not knowing
who you know and who you don’t’ (232). Abruptly, Nagel realises his
mistake: he has accosted a young man, having forgotten that ‘Osmond
is sixty or thereabouts and would not look now as he did when Henry
last saw him’ (232). At this point, a ‘great depression’ suddenly takes
hold of him: ‘It is as though half his life has been . . . peeled from him
. . . like loose skin’ (232). A few moments later, Nagel understands that
the young man is Osmond’s son, who introduces himself as Mel Belkin, which only heightens Nagel’s sense of disillusionment: ‘Henry is
disappointed. What did he expect to hear? That Osmond had called
his son Henry?’ (233).
Nagel’s visceral responses both to his initial belief that he has been
reunited with his old friend (the hammering of his heart) and to the
revelation that he is mistaken (the metaphor of his skin being flayed)
are more consistent with the feelings one might have for a former
lover than for a long-estranged friend towards whom one felt ambivalent. Likewise, although the narrator, mediating Nagel’s thoughts in
the manner habitual to Jacobson’s third-person narratives, recognises the absurdity of Nagel harbouring hopes that Osmond might
have named his son after him, the mere fact that he has contemplated such a possibility reinforces the impression that Belkin has
assumed a disproportionate prominence in Nagel’s unconscious, if
not conscious, emotional life. The incongruous intensity of Nagel’s
emotions is highlighted by the reminder of that ambivalence suggested by his interpretation of Belkin Junior’s bemusement as a
scornful comment on his own (lack of) masculinity – ‘you are a bit of
a girl’ echoing Osmond’s insult to the youthful Nagel. Nagel is clearly
moved partly by the chilling intimation of his own mortality but also,
like Frank Ritz when he unexpectedly comes face to face with his
long-estranged best friend from school, by the thrill of a long-repressed passion suddenly surfacing. Like Ritz’s response to seeing
Kurt again, Nagel’s emotional eruption might seem at first to lack an
objective correlative. Yet there is perhaps a hint of an explanation in
the alacrity with which Nagel unconsciously revisits the role of ‘girl’
that Osmond had assigned him in their youth, and in the detailed,
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poetic description of the yew tree – uncharacteristic for a writer who,
like Nagel himself, is ‘[n]ot by nature a nature man’ (101) – with its
‘black, damp hollow’ that offers symbolic access to an ‘underworld’,
which, in psychoanalytical terms, might be read as metaphors for
queer desires. If this seems like an over-determined reading, consider the terms in which the narrator frames the friendship between
Nagel and Belkin elsewhere.
During his time at Pennine College, Nagel adopts a Leavisite pedagogical approach inside the classroom, ‘obdurately’ offering a course
called ‘Literature’s For Life’, whose title invokes the Lawrentian notion
of life as ‘a religious entity with masculinist overtones’ (168), while his
colleagues embrace ‘the frost of theory’ (101). Outside the classroom,
Nagel specialises in bedding other men’s wives, on the basis that ‘if
they’re attached that means someone other than him desires or has
desired them, which confirms and vindicates, or at least seconds, his
interest in them’ (99). The ironic tension between Nagel’s literary allegiance to Lawrence’s version of mystical masculinism and the manifestation of his own sexual desires in what Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick
calls ‘triangulation’ (the sublimation of the desire for intimacy with
another man through sexual relations with his female partner) complicates the distinctions that Jacobson makes between Lawrence’s
self-important ‘doers’ and the comic cuckolded ‘done-tos’. Nagel is the
cuckolder, not the cuckold, and yet the fact that he confines his sexual
activities to the wives of his colleagues because they have already been
desired by these other men suggests that his ‘interest’ is as much in
the men themselves as in their partners.
In this context, Nagel’s relationship with Moira appears to be transformative: with her, uniquely, he finds that he doesn’t require the
‘stimulus of sexual rivalry’ (274) to pique or sustain his desire. During
the early part of the novel, Henry does in fact regard his next-door
neighbour, Lachlan, as a potential rival, but by the end of the novel he
finds himself indifferent to the fact that Lachlan shares his admiration for Moira: ‘She is wearing her hair up, the way Henry has noticed
Lachlan particularly likes it . . . Once upon a time Lachlan’s liking it
would have counted more than his own liking it . . . But not any
more’ (297). Yet this doesn’t stop him fantasising about whether, had
he caught sight of Henry ‘with his hand on Moira’s cleavage’, Belkin
might have ‘have cast a dying man’s lascivious eye on Moira, one part
defunct desire, three parts envy?’ (298). This is partly a revenge fantasy – in this scenario Henry imagines himself ‘healthful’ and Belkin
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‘grey-skinned, wasting, hobbling on a stick’ (297) – but the imagined
trajectory of Belkin’s ‘lascivious eye’, focusing on Nagel’s own hand
on Moira’s body, again reinforces the sense that Nagel’s desires are
bound up with the idea of himself as the object of the male gaze.
In fact, there is no possibility of Nagel inciting the desire or procuring the envy of his old friend, because Belkin is dead; and this knowledge,
although Nagel feels that it ‘should be a liberation’ (299), instead fills
him with melancholy, as it means that there is no opportunity to
redress the sense of grievance that still gnaws at him. As young men,
there had been no prospect of ‘borrowing any of Belkin’s wives’, since
they were always elsewhere, ‘unavailable to the contamination of
Henry’s curiosity’ (297), while for his part Belkin never showed any
interest in Nagel’s partners: ‘Henry never came home to find his girlfriend of the hour in “Hovis” Belkin’s arms. Not once. Not ever. How
strange was that?’ (298). From Nagel’s perverse perspective, Belkin’s
loyalty is, paradoxically, a form of disloyalty: ‘Of all the ways there are
of betraying your best friend, this, Henry reckons, is the hardest to
forgive: not betraying him, sexually, at all’ (298). Once again, Jacobson uses the technique here of a third-person narrator who habitually
appears to be closely aligned with the protagonist, but who, on occasions such as these, implicitly diverges from their worldview. This
divergence is signalled, as ever, through subtle details. In the description of how Nagel never found Belkin in a compromising position
with any of Nagel’s girlfriends the use of tautology (‘never . . . Not
once. Not ever.’), followed by the rhetorical question (‘How strange
was that?’), introduces a note of strain to Nagel’s professed incredulity. He seems to be protesting too much, attempting to invoke a tacit
understanding that doesn’t exist, since, even in the 1960s, when, the
narrator assures us, ‘sex overrode all other considerations’ (297), it
seems at least an exaggeration if not entirely improbable that it would
have been ‘strange’ not to surprise your best friend and your girlfriend in flagrante delicto. Similarly, the use of the phrase ‘Henry
reckons’ might seem an inconsequential aside, but in the context of
a novel in which the narrator usually paraphrases Nagel’s perceptions
without explicitly attributing them to him, it draws attention to the
subjectivity of his judgement and, by extension, implies an ironic
distance from that judgement.
Nagel insists on interpreting Belkin’s indifference towards his love
life as evidence not of him being ‘honourable or gay’ but of the fact
that ‘he didn’t rate them [Nagel’s girlfriends]’ (298). But his feeling of
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crushing disappointment, which anticipates the deflation he experiences when he realises that the man he encounters at the cemetery is
not Belkin himself but his son, suggests that he feels it to be a rejection of him, a sexual slight more wounding than, but perhaps related
to, the label ‘girl’. Nagel is indignant not because Belkin never showed
any interest in the girls in whom he was interested, but because he
never showed any interest in his sexuality. Dismissing him as a ‘girl’,
Belkin excludes him from the arena of masculinity. Arguably, it is
this childhood exclusion that leads to Nagel’s serial ‘wife-borrowing’
in later life. Rather than get involved in a relationship of his own, in
which his partner (and therefore he himself) might again fail to
excite the interest of other men, he prefers to confirm his (heteronormative) masculinity by appropriating other men’s partners, thereby
ensuring that they share an (homoerotic) intimacy with him, albeit
wittingly.
Although Nagel resembles a number of other Jacobson protagonists –
notably Marvin Kreitman, Frank Ritz and Barney Fugelman – in his
homosocial desires, the tone of The Making of Henry is quite different
from the exuberance of Peeping Tom, the dyspepsia of No More Mr
Nice Guy and the world-weariness of Who’s Sorry Now? As its title
suggests, The Making of Henry is essentially an optimistic book, with
a redemptive narrative arc. The fact that Nagel is referred to throughout by his first name, Henry, as opposed to Kreitman in Who’s Sorry
Now?, whose first name, Marvin, is rarely used, in itself suggests a
sympathy with the character that is reinforced by the events of the
novel. Who’s Sorry Now? begins with Kreitman being hospitalised
after being knocked down by Nyman’s bike and finishes with him
being whipped by a prostitute. The Making of Henry begins with
Nagel, already suffering from the ‘irreversible loss’ of both his parents, struggling to come to terms with having been sacked from his
job at Pennine College for writing a negative reference for a student.
Unlike the protagonist of Berryman’s Dream Songs, however, he falls
on his feet, through the unexpected inheritance of a ‘luxurious apartment’ where he lives more ‘graciously’ than ever before (3), and he
begins gradually to rebuild his life. The novel ends with him in love,
and happily cohabiting with, Moira, albeit not without the accompanying dread of it all going wrong and the persistent fear of mortality:
he fears that he ‘can’t trust [her] not to leave him’ and that, if she
doesn’t leave, she ‘will die on him’ (340, 339). Just as importantly,
Nagel learns to treat Lachlan not as a rival but as a friend and
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companion. The novel ends not with the two lovers together, but with
Nagel comforting Lachlan for the loss of his beloved dog, Angus, who
has just been run over in the street.
He [Lachlan] is wet, wet from the bone out, and smells of wretchedness
and shock. All the more reason, Henry thinks, that I must hold on to
him. Don’t ask him why, but Henry does something quite unexpected,
for him, and very strange. He kisses the top of Lachlan’s head, where
the hair is thinnest, and breathes him in. God breathed life into Adam’s
dust-dry nostrils, Henry thinks, and now I know how Adam must have
felt. (337)

The impulsive kiss, accompanied by the coy injunction not to ‘ask
him why’, recalls Nagel’s homosocial history, but whereas earlier in
the novel Nagel had sought intimacy with other men by proxy,
through affairs with their partners, here he shows compassion for
another man as a way of reciprocating his love for the woman who is
his partner, ‘put[ting] his arms around Lachlan exactly as, a moment
before, Moira enfolded him in hers’ (337). He even carries Angus –
‘that thing of piss and shit and undiscriminating love’ – back to Lachlan’s apartment, ‘because he knows Moira would expect no less of
him’ (337). Confronting directly the two things that have haunted him
throughout the novel – death and intimacy with another man – Nagel
feels invigorated, like a man reborn, as the analogy with Adam suggests. This being Jacobson, the ending of the novel is ambivalent: as
Nagel contemplates a future with Moira and their mutual friend
Lachlan, he muses that it ‘[c]ould be hell’ or ‘the making of me’ (340).
But the second possibility seems more likely, both because these are
the final words of the novel and because they echo, and renew, the
promise contained in its title.
The Act of Love (2008)
The Act of Love is both a reworking of one of the central themes of
Jacobson’s prior fiction and a significant departure from his earlier
work. Its narrator, Felix Quinn, is unusual, though not unique, in
Jacobson’s oeuvre in two senses: he is not Jewish and he is a first-person
narrator. The novel revolves around a love triangle that Felix himself
constructs, believing that ‘[n]o man has ever loved a woman and not
imagined her in the arms of someone else’ and determined to ensure that
he doesn’t simply have to imagine such a scenario (Jacobson 2009a: 30,
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italics in original). In this respect, Quinn is following in the footsteps
of many of his predecessors. Sefton Goldberg, the protagonist of
Coming From Behind, is ‘shockingly vulnerable, when it came to
women, to the opinions of other men’ (Jacobson 1984: 89); Barney
Fugelman in Peeping Tom practically pushes his first wife into the
arms of an old friend and facilitates the infidelity of his second wife.
Fugelman also derives masochistic satisfaction from encouraging his
partners to express their desire for other men (‘Do you want a younger
man? . . . Say yes, I found myself hoping, say yes and make my days
and nights perpetual torment’) and to relate their sexual experiences
with other men in graphic detail (Jacobson 1985: 60, 252–53). Frank
Ritz in No More Mr Nice Guy and Henry Nagel in The Making of Henry
both find their sexual desire for women is enhanced, if not initially
incited, by the interest of other men. There is a wife-swapping episode in Kalooki Nights. But it is Marvin Kreitman in Who’s Sorry Now?
who most closely anticipates Quinn. Like Quinn, Kreitman is ‘a zealot
of the minutiae of jealousy’, ‘an incorrigible sentimentalist of
anguish’ who wants nothing more than to ‘suffer the sting of disregard’ and to ‘witness [his] own ignominy’, believing that ‘[w]here
there was jealousy there was life’ (Jacobson 2002a: 292, 223, 158).
If Quinn is in some respects a typical Jacobson anti-hero, The Act
of Love is, for the most part, an atypical Jacobson novel. More intricately plotted than most of his fiction, much of its power derives from
skilful revelation of the unreliability of the narrator and a number of
narrative twists that are consequent on this unreliability. Formally
and tonally, too, it is uncharacteristic: in its claustrophobic, quasi-Gothic intensity, its blend of existential philosophy and erotic
obsession, and its self-conscious literariness, it is much closer to
what it refers to as ‘the murderously pornographic novels’ of Georges
Bataille (Jacobson 2009a: 151) than to Jacobson’s habitual models
such as Philip Roth and D.H. Lawrence.14
At the start of the book there is an epigraph from Bataille – ‘love [is]
the desire to live in fear of possible loss, with the beloved holding the
lover on the very threshold of a swoon’ – alongside one from Dickens:
‘real love is . . . unquestioning self-humiliation, utter submission’
(n.p.). Both these quotations, the first from Erotism (1957) and the
second from Great Expectations (1861), represent love as intrinsically
masochistic, whether in the sense of courting emotional pain or of
rendering it inevitable through self-abasement. Felix Quinn partakes
of both these strains of masochism but he is also an artist manqué
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(an antiquarian bookseller with literary pretensions), for whom ‘the
great creative founding act was of the essence masochistic’ (Jacobson
2009a: 92). Referring to ‘God the immortal cuckold’, Quinn argues
that many of the great novelists place themselves in a comparable
predicament, since tragic heroines such as Tess, Madame Bovary,
Anna Karenina and Molly Bloom all yield ‘to minutely observed
seduction at the hands of unworthy men, and in the process [each]
subjects her creator, who loves her better than any man could, to the
torments of the damned’ (92). Yet if Marius, Quinn’s self-appointed
nemesis – and the unworthy man who seduces Quinn’s wife, Marisa,
according to Quinn’s narrative – is correct in claiming that ‘every
artist is a sadist’ (178), then Quinn is in fact a sadomasochist.
The novel begins with a prologue that boasts perhaps the most
arresting opening sentence to be found in Jacobson: ‘FOUR O
CLOCK SUITED THEM ALL – THE WIFE, THE HUSBAND, THE
LOVER’ (1, capitals in original). In the rest of the prologue Quinn
describes himself, the Husband, as ‘Love’s flagellant’, a supplicant at
the ‘altar of Eros’, ‘the one whom love consumes’ and Marius, the
Lover, as a ‘heartbroken’ ‘cynic’ with ‘lost city of Atlantis eyes, blasted
cheeks, a cruel, dried-up riverbed of a mouth’ (1). There is no description of the Wife, only an implicit reference to her as the ‘who’ or
‘what’ that is exchanged between the men at the ‘handover hour’ (2).
Quinn’s overheated self-dramatisation – as the victim of forces
beyond his control, a sacrifice to a higher power – is matched by his
romantic representation of Marius as a Byronic figure, matching in
almost every detail the definition of the type provided by Kingsley
Amis: ‘lonely, melancholy . . . of . . . fine but ravaged countenance,
dark and brooding in expression, of a cold or cynical veneer, above all,
“enigmatic”, in possession of a sinister secret’ (Amis 1965: 36). It is
clear from the outset that Marius is as much a projection of Quinn’s
own fears and desires as anything else, but because Quinn’s construction of him is the only one we have, all we can do is guess and
second-guess at the truth.
Quinn first meets Marius at the funeral of a professor of literature
for whose book collection Quinn had provided a valuation and whose
widow, it turns out, had left him for Marius. Quinn immediately
begins mythologising Marius, comparing him to both Hamlet and
the Black Prince (Jacobson 2009a: 6–7); later, he will figure Marius
as a creature who ‘arises glistening from the sea, shaking silver droplets from its torso, like Neptune’ (212). At the same time, Quinn
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draws attention to the subjectivity of his representation of Marius,
conceding that he is less concerned with the ‘reality of him’ than with
the ‘archetypal role’ in which he casts him ‘in that book-fed theatre of
riot and melodrama that was my sexual imagination’ (22). An avid
consumer of European erotic literary fiction, Quinn self-consciously
tries to emulate these models, rendering Marius ‘a character in a salacious fiction I wrote in imitation of all the salacious fiction I’d read’
(23), more specifically ‘the type of heartless English libertine the
French love to fantasise about, like Sir Stephen in Story of O’ (27).
These metafictional reflections assume an extra resonance for those
who recognise that the prototype for Marius appears in Peeping Tom
in the guise of Max Loveday, who ‘had been an academic, teaching
French literature (Robbe-Grillet, Nathalie Sarraute, the text as lyrical
surface – that sort of thing)’ before eloping with the wife of his professor, and then becoming disillusioned with the relationship (Jacobson 1985: 298–99).15 Like Loveday, Marius is a doctoral student who
specialises in the nouveau roman before eloping with his supervisor’s
wife. Whereas Loveday is a peripheral figure in Peeping Tom, Marius
takes centre stage in The Act of Love.
The novel is divided into five sections – ‘Marius’, ‘Marisa’, ‘Marius
and Marisa’, ‘The Wife, the Lover’ and ‘The Husband’ – but it is Marius who dominates the narrative.16 The prologue begins with Quinn’s
romantic portrait of him as a saturnine cynic; the opening line of the
main narrative is Quinn’s recollection of his first meeting with Marius (‘I first sighted Marius, long before I had any inkling I’d have use
of him . . . at a country churchyard funeral in Shropshire’); and the
novel ends with Quinn still speculating about Marius’s state of mind
when the latter supposedly ‘helped himself to girls below the age of
lawful taking’ (Jacobson 2009a: 308). In between, the narrative
revolves around Quinn’s elaborate plot to bring Marius and Marisa
together, hoping to become as intimate as possible with their own
intimacy.
Why does Marius exert such a powerful hold on Quinn’s imagination? Quinn himself suggests that he ‘must have seen in him the
pornographic complement to my as yet incompletely formed desires’
(6), yet the odd tense here ‘must have seen’ implies that he himself
does not fully understand his own obsession. Partly, Marius seems to
represent for Quinn a surrogate self, an alter ego whose sexual magnetism – the capacity to ‘persuade a woman to abandon herself . . . to
unbridled lust’ – he envies (22). Yet Quinn’s description of Marius’s
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‘lost city of Atlantis eyes’ and his vision of him emerging from the
waves with his body ‘glistening’ with ‘silver drops’ – more reminiscent of Botticelli’s Venus than any conventional image of Neptune –
hints at an infatuation that is romantic and erotic rather than
empathetic. In other words, the sexual magnetism with which Quinn
invests Marius may say more about his own sexuality than Marius’s.
Quinn is transfixed by Marius from the start, convinced even
before he knows anything about him that he ‘would cross any boundary if there was gloomy mischief in it’ (7). However, it is only later,
once he has decided that in order for him (Quinn) to ‘burn for her,
Marisa had to burn for someone else’ (139), and once he fortuitously
moves into their neighbourhood, that he identifies Marius as the
man who ‘would bring both of us to our knees’ (140), a phrase that in
this context suggests not just submission but the act of fellatio.
Is it any wonder that I made a grab for him? A vaguely troubling presence when I’d had no need for him, a distant figure agitating me at the
margins of my masculinity, here suddenly he was, deranged and dangerous, an abstemious immoralist, a sadist at his wits’ end, and on my
doorstep. Just the man to save my marriage. (140)

Whether Quinn’s rationalisations are intended primarily to convince
himself, or an implied reader, is not clear, but at any rate they reveal
more than he appears to be aware of. The passage begins with a question that is only rhetorical if one shares Quinn’s disdain for what he
calls ‘the savourlessness of living as the sane live’ (136) and ends with
a grammatically incomplete sentence that can only be read ironically.
Although Quinn claims that Marius was ‘a distant figure agitating
me at the margins of my masculinity’, it is Marisa, as ever, who
appears to be marginalised here. The alacrity with which Quinn
decides to ‘grab’ Marius, the projection of his own ‘deranged and dangerous’ state of mind onto him and the paradoxical label of ‘abstemious immoralist’, which invokes Andre Gide’s novel of taboo male
desire, The Immoralist (1902), all suggest that Quinn’s ‘need’ of Marius has more to do with the way that he ‘agitate[s]’ his own masculinity than with any conviction that he might ‘save’ his marriage.
Once Quinn has hatched his plan, he beings to stalk Marius,
‘haunt[ing] the button shop’ above which he has his lodgings, ‘simply
in order to be beneath him’, ‘getting the smell of him this way’ (31).
Although the first of these formulations refers to geographical, rather
than bodily, proximity and the second is being used metaphorically,
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in the sense of a hunter obtaining the scent of his quarry, they both
have sexual connotations, which are amplified through the fact of
their juxtaposition. Indeed, they both anticipate moments later in the
novel when these implied meanings become explicit. Before the ‘four
o clock handover’ ritual has been established, Quinn finds that ‘the
face which rose up before me [during intercourse with Marisa] was
not another woman’s but another man’s – not someone I wanted to
kiss more than I wanted to kiss Marisa, but someone I wanted Marisa
to kiss more than I wanted her to kiss me’ (76). If the modifying
clause after the hyphen seems like an unconvincing afterthought –
the superego censoring the id – then this sense is only reinforced by
Quinn’s less guarded admissions, once (he believes) the affair
between Marius and Marisa has begun, that he wishes to ‘feel myself
between them’ (220), or at least to be ‘alongside them in their bed’
(219). Similarly, the olfactory metaphor is picked up again when
Quinn surreptitiously trails Marius as he searches for messages that
Marisa has left for him in the Wallace Collection: messages that
Quinn believes will lead to the consummation of the passion that he
has been cultivating between Marius and Marisa.
On we went, from untouchable walls of pink-nippled Psyches and Ariadnes painted by the breast-besotted Greuze, through dense rooms of
armour and ormolu, and out again into the indolent frivolities of
Boucher, I never so far behind that I couldn’t inhale the heat of him,
wondering what he was wondering, doubly tense for I was pursuing not
only Marisa, I was pursuing his pursuit of her as well. (167)

The rococo setting of the Wallace Collection provides the perfect context for Quinn’s baroque prose here, his ekphrastic description of
Greuze’s portraits of nubile young women and Boucher’s sensual
scenes reflecting his own louche imagination. The ornate lyricism
and sinuosity of this single-sentence paragraph, with its alliteration,
assonance, consonance, repetition and half-rhymes, is Jacobson at
his best: it is both bewitching aesthetically and slyly revelatory of the
character whose voice he is ventriloquising. The synaesthesic phrase
‘inhale the heat of him’ recalls the earlier metaphor of the predator
tracking his prey but also invokes the idea of animals being ‘in heat’.
As the doubling of ‘wondering . . . wondering’, ‘pursuing . . . pursuit’
suggests, here, as elsewhere, Quinn is not only projecting onto Marius his own feelings of arousal, he is aroused by imagining Marius’s
arousal.
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Quinn is too self-aware a narrator to pretend to be oblivious to the
homoerotic nature of his narrative. At one point he announces that ‘I
accept that I must ask myself, for someone else is sure to ask it if I
don’t, whether I didn’t at some subterranean level – and maybe not
all that subterranean – lust vicariously after Marius through my wife’
(175) before declaring that he ‘recognised in [him]self no ambition to
lie with Marius’ (175). Yet the elaborate circumlocutions he employs
here undermine the certainty he wants to convey, the pun on ‘lie’
alluding to Quinn’s disingenuousness, as well as to his taboo desires.
This pun is invoked again later in the novel when Quinn recounts an
episode in which, forgetting that it was ‘a Marius afternoon’ until he
hears ‘a commanding, emasculating’ ring at the door, he ‘quietly
lock[s] [him]self in’ to his office rather than following his usual practice of vacating the house to leave the lovers alone (219). At this point,
Quinn pulls himself up short:
Though that’s how I remember it, there is one thing wrong with this
account. I would not have forgotten it was a Marius afternoon . . . So I
must assume I lied to myself in order to be closer to them. (219)

Finding a ‘queer comfort’ in his proximity to the lovers, Quinn begins
regularly to secrete himself in his office, where he ‘pull[s] down the
blind, lie[s] on the carpet at the time I calculated Marius would be lying
himself beside Marisa, and remain[s] there for the duration of his visit’
(219). Soon he decides to relocate to a room adjoining the ‘adulterous
bower’, where he ‘flatten[s] himself against the wall’ in an attempt ‘to
feel, if nothing else, the vibration of their breathing’ (220). The crude
self-abasement of the bodily contortions that Quinn inflicts on himself
here contrast with the implications of romantic luxuriance of the
archaic word ‘bower’, and of course the word ‘queer’ in the phrase
‘queer comfort’ is another of the sexual puns of which Quinn is so
fond. Likewise, the details of diction in the block quotation above are
telling: the modal verbs ‘would’ and ‘must’ suggest a movement from
ambiguity to certainty but the odd formulation ‘I must assume I lied to
myself’ actually begs more questions than it answers. Can someone be
capable of such self-delusion and also such awareness of the delusion?
At what point does Quinn become aware of the inconsistency in his
‘account’? Is a narrator who lies to himself also likely to be lying to his
readers, perhaps even about the fact that he has been lying to himself?
Even if Guy Ableman, the protagonist of Zoo Time, is right when he
claims that there has ‘never in the history of literature been a good
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narration that was reliable’ (Jacobson 2013a: 240), there are some
narrators who are more unreliable than others. Barney Fugelman
and Leon Forelock were unreliable narrators, but Felix Quinn’s unreliability is of a different order, woven into the fabric of the narrative to
the extent that it becomes in a sense its subject.
In one sense, Quinn is disarmingly candid about the subjectivity of
his version of events. He cautions early on in the novel that he ‘might
have misread’ (Jacobson 2009a: 7) Marius and much later concedes
that in fact ‘[m]uch of what I attributed to Marius was mine not his’
(208). Yet in spite, or perhaps because, of his apparent ingenuousness about his own disingenuousness, the revelations towards the
end of the novel are likely to come as a shock. Firstly, we learn that the
funeral that Quinn is attending (bringing the novel full circle) is not,
as we have been led to believe, that of his wife, Marisa, but that of
Marius. Secondly, it transpires that, far from heartlessly abandoning
Elspeth (the wife of the professor with whose funeral the book begins)
after growing tired of her, it was she who left him, a blow from which
he never recovers. Finally, it seems likely that he never slept with
Marisa at all: all the time that Quinn had been imagining their fevered
couplings, they seem instead to have been offering each other platonic solace for the betrayals that they have suffered. It is only once
these twists have been absorbed that the glaring inconsistencies, subterfuges and sleights of hand employed throughout the narrative are
likely to be seen clearly.
Retrospectively, Quinn’s account of the relationship between Marius and Elspeth is particularly suspect. At one point he reports a conversation between the lovers, whose relationship has now soured, he
tells us, as the younger man has grown weary of his age-withered
companion. As Elspeth clings to his knees, reproaching him for his
cruelty, Marius responds with icy disdain:
‘It doesn’t become you, Elspeth, to behave like this. Not at your age.’
Did he actually say those words or did he merely think them? It’s an
unnecessary distinction. You cannot think those words in the presence
of somebody who loves you without your face betraying them.
. . .. ‘At my age! . . . How many times did I beg you . . . that if you were
going to leave me, to leave when I was young enough at least to make
provision for myself?’
. . .. ‘You were never young enough to make provision for yourself,’ he
might or might not have said.
. . . ‘I was happy enough.’
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‘Had you been happy enough –’ But no, that he couldn’t say. Instead,
‘It doesn’t fall to any man to be sure he’ll love a woman forever,
Elspeth.’ (152)

In this episode, Quinn repeatedly draws attention to the speculative
nature of his narrative. Firstly, he concedes that Marius might not
have actually spoken out loud words that he has just attributed to
him, before claiming that such details are inconsequential. He then
expresses similar uncertainty about the status of another line of dialogue, adding the caveat that ‘he might or might not have said’ it.
Finally, he goes further, interrupting one of Marius’s sentences in
order to withdraw it and substitute an alternative. What might seem
on first reading like a scrupulous concern for fidelity – Quinn trying
to ensure that he represents Marius fairly and accurately, neither
extenuating anything nor setting down anything in malice – appears,
retrospectively, as glaring evidence of his reckless disregard for the
truth. In fact, this passage simply makes explicit a fundamental problem implicit throughout Quinn’s narrative: namely, the knowledge
he claims of the motivations of others and of events at which he is not
present.
At times Quinn tries to pre-empt questions about the provenance
and accuracy of his narrative through insouciant assurances – ‘I happen to know that Elspeth clung to his legs when he told her he was
leaving’ (151) – or disarming admissions of the limits of his knowledge – ‘I have not been able to uncover categorical proof of why he
left the university that employed him in a junior capacity not long
after he’d eloped with Elspeth’ (185) – that paradoxically seem to suggest a concern for factual fidelity. Yet for most of the narrative he
arrogates for himself an omniscience that is incompatible with his
own role in the narrative. When he belatedly poses the question that
is begged by this modus operandi – ‘How do I know what I know
about Marius?’ (250) – his explanation is characteristically equivocal:
One: I used my eyes. Two: I used my intuition . . . Three: Marisa told me.
There will be some who wonder why, over time, Marisa chose to tell me
so much of what Marius told her. My question is more fundamental:
what did Marius himself intend by telling her so much?
Her destabilisation, is my answer.
. . . But this was only a theory. It was also possible that Marisa was
unhappy because she and Marius were so in love that neither of them
knew what to do about it. (250–51)
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Once again, Quinn anticipates scepticism about the veracity of his
narrative and attempts to foreclose it, before admitting to the hypothetical status of his claims. The fact that he offers three answers to
the question of how he knows what he claims to about Marius might
be read either as a forceful assertion of authority or as the opposite: a
scattergun response that suggests that none of these explanations is,
in itself, particularly persuasive. Rather than addressing the question
of why Marisa would have chosen to divulge everything that Marius
had told her to her (now estranged) husband, Quinn raises it only to
evade it, displacing it with a question of his own concerning Marius’s
reasons for confiding in Marisa, which he interprets as cynically
self-interested. Finally, he backtracks, referring to his imputation of
sinister motives to Marius as ‘only a theory’, before advancing another
possibility, without acknowledging that there might be others still
that he has not entertained such as (as turns out to be the case) that
they have become close, platonic friends.
Like Humbert Humbert, whom (like Barney Fugelman before
him) he invokes, Quinn simultaneously represents his sexual proclivities as exceptional and as representative of the unacknowledged,
repressed desires of men everywhere. Quoting the narrator of Lolita,
Quinn claims that ‘A great endeavour lures me on’: ‘to extend the great
arm of brotherhood around the millions of husbands who would
invite their wives to wrong them if they could only find the courage
for it’ (38). At the same time, he insists that ‘[n]o one could have been
further removed than I was from the breezy Disneyland of wife-swapping, cocktail nuts and ankle chains. No one’ (134). Both the hyberbole of the ‘million husbands’ and the redundant repetition of ‘No
one’ give the impression of a man protesting too much, but perhaps
more importantly they both exemplify the way in which – again, like
Humbert Humbert – Quinn takes great pains to try to recruit the
implied reader as an accomplice to his crimes. This strategy manifests itself variously, from the casual assumption of collaboration and
consensus implied by the use of the first-person plural – ‘[w]e will
assume the worst of Marius’s motives’ (21) – to the use of rhetorical
questions that posit an analogy between the act of reading and the act
of love: ‘Do we not . . . see people turning the pages of a book with a
sensual expectation that reminds us of nothing so much as the act of
undressing another person?’ (73). For Quinn, readers of fiction are
his secret sharers, ‘eternal voyeur[s] of art’ (275) whose insatiable
appetite for narrative revelation is akin to the betrayed husband’s
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craving for ocular proof of his wife’s adultery: ‘Wherein lies the difference between the cuckold’s transports of uncertain wondering –
tell me tell me tell me tell me – and the reader’s?’ (210). Again, the
repetition of ‘tell me’ is nicely ambiguous, at once signifying rhetorical authority (implying that no difference can be adduced, no matter
how thoroughly the question might be considered) and connoting
self-doubt (does the insistence tip over into an exaggeration designed
to disguise the flimsiness of the analogy?).
At one point, Quinn recruits a waiter, Rafaele, who works at the
restaurant where Marius and Marisa regularly dine, to spy on them
and report back to him. When he becomes sickened by his task, telling Quinn that he ‘can take no more’ (191), Quinn replaces him with
Ernesto, a widower who, according to Quinn, used to be ‘a vigorous
man, muscular in a compact way and delicately browned by the sun’
but whose loss has given him a ‘crestfallen smile’ (193). Instructing
him to ‘[b]reathe them in . . . and then hold your breath until you can
breathe them out on me again’ (194), Quinn manipulates Ernesto,
rendering him a surrogate not just for himself but for his readers:
Poor Ernesto. By getting him to watch Marisa’s every move I was showing her off to him . . . As an ever-wakeful witness to the progress of
Marisa’s infidelity, he had become a sort of party to it, a parallel lover
almost . . . but further, he had become a parallel cuckold as well. (195)

Eventually, Ernesto too demurs and rejects the role that Quinn has
assigned him, telling him that he does not ‘want these sexual feelings
for myself’ (197). In this episode, Jacobson dramatises the predicament of readers of the novel: is it possible to continue reading The Act
of Love without collaborating with Quinn? It is this tension between
Quinn’s desire to implicate the reader in his amoral worldview and
the possibility of resisting such complicity offered by the internal
inconsistencies, excesses and absurdities of the narrative voice that
animate the novel, making it one of Jacobson’s most compelling but
also queerest (in all senses of that word) works.
Live a Little (2019)
If The Act of Love is Jacobson’s most astringent meditation on masculinity, mortality and sexual politics, Live a Little is his most emollient,
but it too is a queer, and queerly self-reflexive, book. It tells the story
of two nonagenarian misfits: Beryl Dusinberry, a flamboyant,
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grandiloquent, worldly widow given to referring to herself as the
Princess Schweppessodawasser, struggling to recall and record her
colourful past; and Shimi Carmelli, a reclusive, fastidious, dapper
bachelor who entertains himself and a coterie of admiring widows
through his performances in a Chinese restaurant as a cartomancer,
in the guise of his own alter ego ‘Shimi the Great’ and who, as a sufferer from ‘selective morbid hyperthymesia’, is haunted by intrusive
memories of shaming episodes from his past (Jacobson 2019a: 231,
17).17 The novel is divided into three sections: Book One alternates
between the two protagonists, interweaving their present lives with
flashbacks to historical episodes, which in Beryl’s case often take the
form of entries in her journal d’amour, an alphabetically arranged
record of all the loves and lovers of her life, or at least of those she can
recall. Shimi and Beryl do not meet until halfway through the novel,
in the final chapter of Book One. Book Two is devoted primarily to the
representation of the unexpected, odd-couple friendship that develops between them; and Book Three is a brief coda, which confirms
the flowering of their friendship into love. Through a series of beautifully written conversations, the novel traces the progress of their
intimacy, from delicate negotiations and tentative arrangements, to
mutual trust and support, and, finally, cohabitation and marriage. At
the same time, it gradually discloses the tragic events from their past
that have alienated them from themselves and others.
As ever with Jacobson, however, the strengths of Live a Little have
little to do with its plot. It has an unusually memorable cast of secondary characters, most notably Beryl’s two carers, Euphoria and
Nastya, and Beryl’s rival for the affections of Shimi, the Widow Wolfsheim. It is also a subtle double portrait of the artist: as an old man,
and as an old woman. That Beryl sees herself in this light is implied
by her identification with the ur-storyteller, Scheherazade:
What is she called, the Princess who has to go on talking to save her
life? Sch . . . Schh . . . Schhh . . . you know who . . . She [Beryl] too has to
go on talking to save her life. To her, a word gone is a day gone. And the
more I misplace, the more use I have to make of those I can still lay my
hands on. (9)

Juxtaposing allusions to a popular advertising campaign of the 1960s
and 70s for Schweppes tonic water and to A Thousand and One Nights
(1704), this passage is both comically incongruous and poignant,
since Beryl resorts to the elliptical tagline of the Schweppes advert
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(Schhh . . . you know who . . . ) only because she cannot recall the
name of the heroine of the Arabic collection of folkloric tales –
because, in other words, she does not know who, or at least cannot
name the one whom she knows she used to know. The shift from the
third person to the first person suggests the proximity of the narrator’s perspective to Beryl’s – as is so often the case with Jacobson’s
narratives, the narrative perspective in Live a Little is often focalised
through its protagonists, with frequent use of free indirect discourse
and interior monologue – but it also hints that Beryl might be authoring her own narrative at this diegetic level. She is certainly an author
at the metadiegetic level, as she is working throughout the novel on a
journal recording her love life, written ‘in a conversational style consistent with her years as Head of English at some of the best girls’
schools in some of the best parts of the country’ (37). The journal is
ostensibly written for her own satisfaction and as an attempt to shore
up her lexicon and life against the ruins of old age: for Beryl the attenuation of the former signifies the attrition of the latter. However, like
all authors Beryl craves readers, so she asks one of her carers, Euphoria, to read it, warning her not to ‘make the error of expecting happy
endings’ (24), a statement that is imbued with dramatic irony, given
that Live a Little finishes on as upbeat a note as any of Jacobson’s
books.
When she is not writing, or giving short shrift to her two MP sons,
or giving peremptory instructions to Euphoria and her other carer,
Nastya, Beryl spends her time stitching ‘death’ samplers, such as the
one that finishes the first chapter of the novel:
he was born without fuss and died without
fuss, slipping out of life like
An oyster down an open throat.
‘That wasn’t so difficult,’ he said,
and expired.
No one was listening
(13)

Part Paul Simon (earlier in the chapter, the narrator observes that
‘[t]he Princess fears slippage . . . Slip Sliding Away’, the latter being the
title of a famous Simon song), part Paul McCartney (the final line is
reminiscent of the semi-refrain of ‘Eleanor Rigby’, ‘no one will hear . . .
nobody came . . . no one was saved’), these mordant verses are as far
from the pious platitudes normally associated with the form as could
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be imagined. According to the narrator, Beryl is ‘a true artist, no matter that her subject matter is limited’ (21), a phrase that recalls Jane
Austen’s famously self-deprecating description of the range of her art
being confined to ‘two inches . . . of ivory’.18 Beryl’s artistic credentials are reinforced by the terms in which her rigorous aesthetic is
couched: ‘despising indistinctness, [she] stitches with a merciless
precision’ and ‘with the divine impatience of the artist, not to recover
what’s been before it’s too late, but impetuously, not to lose the
urgency of living in the present’ (181). If the imperious agitation suggested by the oxymoron ‘divine impatience’ is motivated by her proximity to death and the concomitant desire to live at least a little while
she still has the opportunity, the pitiless pithiness of her work is an
expression of her uncompromising temperament, and is reflected in
the frankness of her interactions with all her interlocutors. For Beryl,
there is no distinction between art and life, or rather, as she puts with
a characteristically epigrammatic flourish: ‘[t]he art of life is to make
art of life’ (181). She cultivates an aura of exotic mystery, inciting speculation of the sort that attends the protagonist of Fitzgerald’s The
Great Gatsby (1925): ‘Could be a stage actress of another era is one guess.
A feminist poet. A mistress of Ernest Hemingway. A once-famous
traveller in Arabia. An heiress to the Nivea fortune. The illegitimate
daughter of Pablo Picasso’ (Jacobson 2019a: 235).19 She is also a
self-conscious performer who only ‘believe[s] things while [she’s] saying them’ and who rejects ‘the literalism of our times’, preferring ‘the
past’s great masquerade of insincerity’ to what she calls the current
‘age of authenticity’ (78, 255, 256).
Shimi is also a performer and something of an artist manqué. As
he ages, his gait slows not because of decrepitude but because he
‘decides to walk like an old man’ (159). As a young man he dabbles in
phrenology, selling busts and other arcane ‘Items of Interest’, once
submitting a bust ‘constructed out of odd Meccano parts, Lego bricks,
jigsaw pieces, scraps of women’s underwear and titled A Toy Importer
Ponders The Aetiology of Bloomers’ which ‘came close to being accepted
for the Sensation show at the Royal Academy’ (92). At this point he
‘briefly wonder[s] if he oughtn’t to put his air of mannered torment to
good use and become an artist full-time’ (92). As in the earlier passage in which Beryl’s artistry was discussed, the third-person narrative
here is focalised through Shimi’s perspective. In a spirit of self-satire,
Shimi punctures his own artistic pretensions, but if the words ‘air’
and ‘mannered’ suggest the inauthenticity that Beryl valorises, and
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the title of Shimi’s bricolage seems parodic, the use of women’s
underwear, far from being a facetious gesture, derives from the defining event of his life.
As a young boy Shimi tries on his mother’s underwear. On the face
of it, this is an inconsequential, mildly amusing episode, but the way
in which the narrator describes it – ‘[h]e climbed into his mother’s
bloomers and tumbled into hell’ (31) – transforms it into a momentous, tragic event. The plosive bs in conjunction with the languorous
ls enact phonetically the feelings of excitement and shame which
Shimi simultaneously experiences; it is no coincidence that these
sounds are recalled in the word ‘bricolage’. When his father discovers
what he has done, he beats Shimi, but Shimi’s punishment of himself is much more damaging. He is never able to forgive himself for
his violation of his mother’s privacy and his appropriation of her
female identity, because of the way in which it becomes associated for
him with the subsequent disintegration of his family: his mother’s
illness and death; his father’s abandonment of him and his brother;
and his estrangement from his brother.20 In this light, Shimi’s submission to the ‘Sensation’ exhibition is neither sensationalist nor
exhibitionistic, but rather an attempt to sublimate his queer urges
and process his trauma through art.
Although on one level Shimi understands that ‘nothing could have
been more ridiculous than the sight of himself in his mother’s
bloomers, from that moment on a sense of the ridiculous is not to be
disassociated from abhorrence’ (207). The abhorrence that Shimi
feels is inspired as much by his response to being discovered as by
the crime itself: he is ashamed not only of his perversity but of his
inability to make light of it, to ‘man up’ and ‘move on’, those twin
mantras of the twenty-first century. Convinced that his brother,
Ephraim, whom he suspects of informing on him, would have
laughed off or charmed his way out of his predicament – ‘Shimi
made a dismal felony out of what in Ephraim would have been an
exuberance’ (48) – Shimi’s sense of himself is instead marred forever
by the ignominy of having been exposed as effeminate, as unmanly.
The irony is that Ephraim turns out to be queer himself: when he
confides this to Shimi many years later, and Shimi seems incredulous, Ephraim tells him that ‘[y]ou don’t have to be a mother’s boy to
be queer’ (146). This is in itself an ironic accusation, since the
over-identification with his mother suggested by his misappropriation of her underwear leads to an inability to identify with her at all,
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an emotional estrangement that renders him anything but a ‘mother’s boy’. If Shimi’s transvestism seems to exist in an appositional
relation to his brother’s homosexuality, his queer masculinity is also
defined in opposition to male authority figures. As a child, his shame
at his cross-dressing is compounded by his father’s beating and by
his own internalisation of what the beating implied: ‘He didn’t feel a
man in the presence of his father’ (48). As a young man, when his
uncle Raffi invites him to be the stock controller for his toy and games
warehouse, he interprets Shimi’s diffidence as evidence that ‘[t]he
boy lacked . . . [b]oyness’ (90), while Shimi himself ironically feels
that he is trapped in a ‘boy-hell . . . where bed-wetters and fledgling
masturbators sit with their heads in their hands while grinning devils
in caps and bells roar ridicule in their ears’ (31). Paradoxically, this
image suggests the possibility of redemption, recalling as it does the
woodcuts of Erhard Schön which adorn the endpapers of Seriously
Funny, where Jacobson argues that there is ‘beneficent relief [in] the
laughter of the devils’ (Jacobson 1997: 240). As an old man, with no
immediate family, Shimi projects his insecurities onto his physician,
Dr Dauber, who has ‘one of those deep . . . testicular voices that proclaim inexpugnable manhood’ (Jacobson 2019a: 32). Shimi’s admiration for Dauber’s alpha-male presence is also, implicitly, an expression
of a perceived deficiency of such characteristics on his own part. If as
a boy he lacks ‘boyness’ then as a man he lacks manliness: the cojones
that Dauber’s ‘testicular voice’ seems to bespeak. This psychological
sense of impotence is exacerbated by physical symptoms, so that
Shimi becomes paranoid about getting caught short. Like many old
men, Shimi has urinary problems, but in his case he develops a paralysing neurosis about his condition so severe that it causes him
either to absent himself without explanation from social engagements or to duck out of attending them in the first place. It is this
neurosis which leads to the climactic event of the novel, which is also,
paradoxically, an anti-climax.
Having agreed reluctantly to put on a performance of cartomancy
at a charity event organised by one of his admirers, the Widow Wolfsheim, Shimi is so desperate to remain continent on the night that he
overdoses on the medication prescribed by his doctor to help him
control his bowels: ‘he has swallowed more pills than is recommended on the box, but then the box doesn’t know the stress he’s
under’ (239). Combined with the unexpected sight of two women
from his past seated together with the Widow Wolfsheim and Beryl,
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the effects of the medication cause Shimi to faint. Just before he collapses, he tries in vain to steady himself:
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He puts another hand out to keep himself upright, feels a surge of terror whose source he thinks is his bladder, notices his cuffs and is
pleased at least that they have not disgraced him perhaps if he can keep
them above the rising tide . . . and then crashes to the floor. (240–41,
ellipsis in original)

Shimi’s struggle to retain his balance and consciousness is couched in
terms which allude once again to what the narrator refers to early in the
novel as his ‘air of catastrophic masculinity’ (18). In addition to its primary, literal meaning, Shimi’s desperation to ‘keep himself upright’
suggests another kind of performance anxiety from that which has led
him to take too many pills. In this context, the focus on his cuffs also
has a symbolic significance. While preparing himself prior to the performance, Shimi had paid particular attention to his cufflinks, trusting
that they would show his wrists to advantage: ‘His wrists are the part of
him he likes best. They are manly he thinks, not scrawny but strong,
and yet refined’ (239). Since a limp wrist is a stereotypical signifier of
effeminacy and queer male sexuality, Shimi’s pride in his ‘manly . . .
strong’ wrists suggests a desire to project a heteronormative self-image.
Ironically, the very anxiety that motivates Shimi to take such care
over his appearance and to go to such pains to ensure that he remains
in control of his bowels results in him swooning away in the manner
of fragile females in Georgian or Victorian fiction. If Shimi in this
episode assumes the role conventionally fulfilled by romantic heroines, then Beryl behaves like the hero, rushing to his side, protecting
him and taking control of the situation: ‘It is the Princess . . . who is
the first to kneel by him, the Princess who cradles his head’ (241).
This image anticipates the tableau with which the novel ends, except
that in the latter case the gesture is reciprocated: ‘She takes hold of
his head. A gentle hand on each temple . . . Then he places a hand
first on one temple, then the other’ (280). Hopeful and touching
though this ending is, its optimism is qualified by the final page of
the novel, which features a mordant version of the sixth tarot card,
‘The Lovers’, depicting two skeletons in an amorous embrace, the
one on the right sporting a posie of roses on her skull. It is fitting that
the novel should finish both with a carpe diem – Shimi reminding
Beryl that, as she herself had assured him earlier in the novel, ‘it’s
never too late for anything’ (280) – and a memento mori, since the
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book as a whole combines a rejection of morbidity with an unsentimental view of mortality.
In what may be a self-conscious riposte to the much-quoted aphorism from Roth’s novel Everyman that ‘old age isn’t a battle; old age is
a massacre’ (Roth 2006: 156), Beryl tells Shimi that ‘[a]ge is not a
comedy. Which is not to say it’s a tragedy either’ (Jacobson 2019a:
227–28). When the two enter into a contract of friendship, one of the
articles they agree on is that since ‘[e]ither of us might die at any time’,
such an eventuality ought ‘not to be an occasion for guilt, remorse or
even sadness on the part of the person left alive’ (175). This sanguine,
wryly humorous attitude towards their own deaths is balanced by a
recognition of the inconsolable finality of the bereavements that they
have both suffered in the past. Garrulous on almost any other topic,
Beryl can barely bring herself to say anything about the eventual death
of her son Neville. She refers to it only by implication, using the word
‘After’ to describe the circumstances in which Ephraim, who had
befriended Neville and ‘shown him love’, as Beryl puts it, ‘found [her]
name in Neville’s papers’ (218), leading to the friendship between
them that in turn leads to her meeting Shimi at his funeral. When
Shimi asks for clarification, she becomes defensive, instructing him
‘not to scrutinise me, please, for evidence of grief or guilt’ (218). Paradoxically, her reticence suggests the presence of these emotions more
powerfully than any articulation of them would have – and this sense
of repressed feelings that are too exquisite to be spoken out loud is
echoed in Shimi’s response to his mother’s death. Having pretended
not to be there when his mother on her death-bed asked for him to
comfort her, Shimi feels that he has added the injury of the abdication
of filial duty to the insult of intruding on his mother’s privacy by trying on her knickers. At her funeral, Shimi is practically mute. When
his father apologises for having ‘neglected’ his sons since the death of
his wife, explaining that he ‘didn’t think you’d want to see the mess
I’m in’, Shimi ‘thought about saying “Maybe we could have helped”’,
but remains silent, leaving Ephraim to point this out (266). The
funeral itself offers no consolation to the mourners:
No flowers. No relief from stone. No bells. No birds. No illusions of
rebirth. Dead meant dead. Shimi thought he would die himself. The
company of his father and his brother only increased his loneliness. (266)

The negative catalogue here emphasises the inability of the bereaved
men to offer any solace to each other and their refusal to seek comfort
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in any of the conventional rites and rituals attending such occasions.
Far from allowing him to share his grief, for Shimi the presence of
his father and brother inhibits him from expressing any emotion.
Ephraim’s funeral allows Beryl and Shimi to grieve not only for his
death but, retrospectively, for the loss of their family members with
whom he is intimately connected in their imaginations. It also offers
them a chance to atone for their historic failures of parental, fraternal
and filial devotion, in the form of Tahan, Ephraim’s son. For both
Beryl and Shimi, Tahan becomes a sort of surrogate son, facilitating
and supplementing their unorthodox union, enabling them to grant
forgiveness to each other, and to affirm each other’s queerness.
For Shimi his exploration of cross-dressing is an enduring source
of shame, an indelible stain on his character. However, for Beryl, to
whom he finally confides the secrets that he has never shared with
anyone else, it confirms her admiration for him as ‘the only adult male
I’ve ever met who doesn’t doubt he’s half the time ridiculous’ (274), as she
puts it in her final journal entry, a phrase that recalls Shimi’s vision
of ‘boy-hell’, with the devils’ roars of ridicule ringing in his ears. The
qualities that make Shimi feel ridiculous and emasculated – an
impostor playing the role of a respectable gentleman – are the very
qualities that endear him to Beryl, because for Beryl heteronormative
men take themselves too seriously and are hopelessly deluded, simultaneously insensitive to, and intimidated by, the women in their lives.
She instructs Euphoria to read her ‘annals’, containing details of ‘the
manner in which they [her lovers] failed as men’ (24), so that she
should not have inflated expectations of her husband, or of any other
men. For Beryl, men are pathetic in both senses of that word: at once
pitifully inadequate, paralysed by self-fulfilling fears of their own
impotence (‘there isn’t a man out there who can candidly and fearlessly meet a woman’s gaze . . . Will I be up to it, they’re thinking . . .
Will I be man enough?’ [55]), and poignantly doomed, left ‘moribund’
(27) and ‘weightless’ (121) by modernity, ‘this last hundred years
[being] the worst ever for men’ (55). Beryl encapsulates the concerns
of Jacobson’s middle-period fiction here: the sense that the perennial
male anxiety about being ‘up to it’, in the sense of sexual performance
as well as in the larger sense of measuring up to social expectations
of what ‘being men’ entails, is precipitated by, and in turn amplifies,
the fear of mortality (to be ‘moribund’ is to anticipate death itself).
Yet in this late novel this vicious circle is broken, partly because the
nature of sexual politics for two people in their nineties towards the
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end of the second decade of the millennium are not what they were
for middle-aged people in the late twentieth and early twenty-first
centuries, and partly because Beryl’s own unorthodox experience of
her own role as a woman have shaped her unconventional views on
gender roles more generally.
If Beryl’s sympathy for Shimi’s insecurity about his masculinity is
enabled by her own sense of ‘how cruel it was for a man to have to be a
man’ (57), as one of her journal entries has it, it is extended into
empathy by her own insecurities about her femininity, or more particularly her maternity. Although Beryl proudly reminds anyone who
will listen that she was once given an award as ‘Mother of the Year’,
she also professes not to recall the names of most of her sons and to
be indifferent to their fortunes. Whereas Shimi transforms what
might have been a comical event – being punished for trying on his
mother’s knickers – into a tragedy, Beryl’s facetious presentation of
her absence of maternal feelings disguises the real tragedy in her life:
the death of her first husband in the Second World War and her subsequent inability to care for their young son. After her bereavement,
Beryl moves in with her father’s sister, Enid, a ‘village schoolteacher’
in ‘Brontë country’ (214). Listless and depressed, she only ‘feel[s]
[her]self’ while ‘wheeling the pram’ on the moors, ‘discordant among
the forms of nature’ (215), recalling Barney Fugelman in Peeping Tom
roaming the Cornish moorland, revelling in his own status as a blot
on the landscape. Desperate to feel love for her son, Neville, what she
feels is ‘more piercing than love’, a grief at ‘what she couldn’t feel’
that paradoxically engenders ‘a greater anguish at her heart’ than if
she had ‘loved him to distraction’ (215). When Enid tells her that she
is ‘not a fit mother’ (215), Beryl, rather than seeking to defend herself,
accepts her aunt’s judgement and asks her to bring Neville up in her
stead. Explaining his own decision to remove himself from ‘the
charmed circle of the family’, Shimi likewise claims that he was ‘not
fit’ (208) to be a son to his parents or a brother to his brother. Just as
Shimi blames himself for his mother’s death – and for failing to console her on her death-bed – so Beryl blames herself for the eventual
suicide of Neville.
If Shimi’s disavowal of his role as a son and brother parallels Beryl’s rejection of her role as a mother, there is also an analogy between
Beryl’s abandonment of Neville and the decision of Shimi’s father,
Manolo, to abscond after the funeral of his wife. Just as Beryl feels
unable to reconcile herself to the death of her husband while she has

Downloaded from manchesterhive.com © Copyright protected
it is illegal to copy or distribute this document

136

Howard Jacobson

to bring up their son, Manolo can’t face looking after his sons after
the death of their mother. Just as Beryl entrusts the care of Neville to
her aunt, so Manolo leaves Shimi and Ephraim in the hands of his
late wife’s sister, Aunty Iona. It is this shared experience – of abandoning and being abandoned – that brings Shimi and Beryl together,
just as it is their shared grief for Ephraim and their shared love for
Ephraim’s son that consolidates their alliance, transforming it into a
queer romance. Beryl claims to have been ‘more of a man than any of
my men were’ (11) and to have become ‘accustomed to the half-company of men lacking the acuity or the patience to keep up’ (81) – this
phrase another double entendre, of course – but in Shimi she recognises a different model of masculinity to which she is more responsive. Whereas Ephraim had accused Shimi of being a ‘mummy’s
boy’, Beryl tells Shimi that his mother ‘made an unexpected man of
you’. When Shimi attempts to unpack and undo the compliment –‘Made
no man of me, is that what you’re saying?’ – Beryl responds by asserting that ‘[t]here’s more than one way to be a man’ (229).
As I have been arguing throughout this chapter, this emphasis on
what it is to be a man – on the different ways in which masculinity
can be constructed and deconstructed – is a perennial preoccupation
in Jacobson’s work, and in Live a Little, his most recent novel at the
time of writing, there is a sense of the author taking stock of his oeuvre. This is a novel about memory – Shimi is a man who remembers
everything that he wishes to forget and Beryl is a woman who is forgetting more and more of what she wants to remember – and in that
sense it recalls the plot of Zoo Time, which turns on the fading memory that signifies the pre-senility of Poppy, as well as the concerns of
Kalooki Nights, which I have read as a novel about the psychological
perils of fetishising the Holocaust, and those of J, which dramatises
the dangers of historical amnesia. Seen in this context, Live a Little
echoes the ambivalence towards memory expressed by Ailinn, one of
the protagonists of J: ‘What you don’t remember might as well not
have happened. Remember everything and you have no future’
(Jacobson 2014a: 51). It is also a novel that bears the traces of some of
Jacobson’s early work. The keen sense of sexual humiliation that
dogs Shimi recalls the comic misadventures of the protagonists of
Jacobson’s first three novels, but here it is darkened by the shadow of
mortality, as it is for the protagonist of The Making of Henry, who, like
Shimi, feels emasculated by his father. Like Henry Nagel, ultimately
Shimi learns that, as Jacobson put it in an essay entitled ‘The shame
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that outlives us all’, ‘Life is full of humiliations to all but the most
insensate, but life petering out like every other, just giving in to the
brute fact of non-life, is the keenest humiliation of all’ (2017b: 109).
There are other echoes of Jacobson’s early work in Live a Little. At
one point Beryl tells Shimi that Ephraim ‘bore the mark of Cain’
(Jacobson 2019a: 202), recalling The Very Model of a Man. The narrator says of Beryl that she ‘had that English belief in the moral and
physical beneficence of running brooks and drystone walls, no matter that there was barely a healthy person in the country’ (126), an
echo of the comic anti-pastoralism of Peeping Tom. Shimi claims that
at the moment of his birth ‘a tarantula scamper[ed] over the bedclothes’, an ominous portent that invokes the redback spider after
which Jacobson’s third novel is named, and the poisonous spider that
almost acts as Cupid for Guy Ableman and Poppy in Zoo Time. There
is even an arch reference to one of Beryl’s former lovers, a novelist
named ‘Howie “Houdini” Somebody’, who shares with her creator
not just his first name but also his jealousy of other comic novelists.
Howie becomes ‘infuriated’ by Beryl’s laughter ‘when it was occasioned
by words he hadn’t written’ (97, italics in original), just as Jacobson
(comically) records his unhappiness at his wife’s mirth while reading
a novel by Philip Roth: ‘it’s understood that I would rather she didn’t
laugh at another man’s prose’ (2012a: 293).21
As we shall see in the following chapter, Roth is a key figure in the
latter half of Jacobson’s career in particular, and so it should come as
no surprise that there are other references to his work in Live a Little.
Nastya’s comic malapropisms (‘not by long chalks’, ‘liberal hogwashes’) owe a debt to Drenka’s merry mangling of English idioms
in Roth’s Sabbath’s Theater. At one point Shimi tells Beryl that ‘[w]e’re
all fictions’ (248), echoing Nathan Zuckerman’s claim in Philip
Roth’s The Counterlife that ‘[w]e are all each other’s authors . . . all the
invention of each other, everybody a conjuration conjuring up everyone else’ (Roth 1987: 164). Beryl agrees, shifting the metaphor from
writing to performance, telling Shimi that that he is ‘entirely theatrical’ (Jacobson 2019a: 254), and that they are ‘both actors’, ‘stuck with
the parts we learnt to play a long time ago’ (255), once again echoing
Zuckerman, who tells his lover, Maria, that ‘[t]here is no you . . . any
more than there is a me . . . only this way that we have established
over the months of performing together . . . routinely trotting out the
old, old act’ (Roth 1987: 300). As in Roth’s novel, there is a metafictional aspect to this discourse, an aspect that is highlighted by Beryl’s

Downloaded from manchesterhive.com © Copyright protected
it is illegal to copy or distribute this document

138

Howard Jacobson

assertion that Shimi is ‘as much a comic construct as I am’ (254).
More important in the context of Live a Little, however, is the way in
which this deconstruction of the idea of an essential, stable self
amplifies the novel’s interrogation of conventional gender roles and
heteronormative sexuality. Like much of Jacobson’s fiction, Live a Little
is, in its understated way (an understatement that is perhaps parodied
in its title), a much more subversive book than it first appears. The
subject matter itself is audacious. As Shalom Auslander observed in
his review of the novel: ‘The elderly are invisible in our world, like the
poor and the homeless, and perhaps for similar reasons: we don’t want
to be reminded of how fleeting and precarious it all is’ (Auslander
2019). There is more to the quiet radicalism of Live a Little than this,
however. In its insistence on the possibility of romance in old age, on
the fluidity of gender identities, and on the rejection of conventional
family structures, it has much in common with the more radical
trends in recent theory.22
Notes
1 Although the chronology of the Genesis narrative suggests that Cain and
Abel are born after Adam and Eve have already been banished from the
Garden of Eden, in The Very Model of a Man Cain is repeatedly referred to
as an ‘Edenite’ by the inhabitants of Babel. Jacobson does not deal directly
with the story of the Fall; instead, the narrative revolves around what
might be seen as the second fall – Cain’s murder of Abel – although it
defers giving an account of the event until near the end of the novel.
2 In his review of the novel, Bryan Cheyette pointed out that ‘Jacobson’s
rehabilitation of Cain is in a literary tradition that goes back to the
Romantic poets, who identified with Cain as an outsider’ (Cheyette 1992:
38), and this tradition is acknowledged explicitly within the pages of the
novel when its third-person narrator observes: ‘Long before Byron and
Baudelaire adopted Cain as a hero of romantic, anti-bourgeois méchanceté, giving him, as it were, a gammy leg and an inclination to opiates,
others saw the cultic possibilities in a figure who, it could be argued, was
the victim and not the initiator of the first act of violent irrationality
between man and God, and who was therefore the murderer not so
much of a brother as of a falsehood’ (Jacobson 1992: 32).
3 One of Jacobson’s favourite anecdotes is his account of how, at the age of
four, he was sent to his grandparents – ‘banished from my mother’s
sight for a week’ – because he had measles (sometimes it’s chicken pox),
and on his return he is greeted by the sight of his mother holding his
new brother aloft, ‘triumphantly, as though he were the FA Cup’
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(sometimes it’s the World Cup). In one version of the story, he goes on to
say that ‘over the next 10 years . . . I pretended to love him and when no
one was looking tried to kill him’ (Jacobson 2010e: 44).
There is, once again, an autobiographical element to the representation
of the father–son relationship in The Very Model of a Man. In the novel,
Cain describes how Adam ‘became a conjuror and juggler’, ‘practis[ing]
legerdemain’ (Jacobson 1992: 3) to compensate for his lack of verbal eloquence, a lack that is accentuated by his son’s articulacy, and Jacobson’s
own father was a keen magician.
See Lacan 1997: 218. Lacan plays with the fact that in French ‘le nom du
pere’ is a near-pun of ‘le non de pere’.
This notion of a sadomasochistic God is echoed in the third-person narrator’s description of the covenant between Yahweh and the Jews: ‘Only
bind them in this complex of convenance and rupture, of arrogance and
guilt, and no disaster can ever shake them. The more terrible their fate,
the more conclusive the evidence of their election’ (120).
The novel is crammed full of further Shakespeare references (see Jacobson 1998a: 50, 83, 89, 188, 252).
In this respect, as in a number of others, the novel can be read as a companion piece to Seriously Funny, or at least as having emerged from the
research that Jacobson undertook for that book, which features a fulsome tribute to Brand (see Jacobson 1997: 67).
To avoid confusion, I will refer to the male Merriweather as Charlie and
to his wife as Chas, while noting here the deliberate gender ambiguity of
these names.
This sense of being out of step with modern sensibilities extends beyond
Kreitman’s sexuality to his views on art: ‘He belonged to another time.
He thought art had to be big, grand, declamatory, significant, serious,
mined from the soul and loaded with meaning’ (66–67).
‘Niemand’ does indeed mean ‘nobody’, but can also mean ‘no man’,
which is only one letter away from ‘Nyman’ and has a clear resonance in
the context of Kreitman’s perception of Nyman’s ambiguous masculinity.
The lines are quoted in the novel itself, in the context of Henry teaching
Berryman’s poem to a group of indifferent students who are unconvinced that ‘the woman’s point of view was attended to adequately’
(Jacobson 2005a: 197).
If Matthew Norman is to be believed, there is an autobiographical aspect
to Nagel’s morbidity. Norman reports that ‘Jacobson devotes much time
and effort to locating a burial place for himself, and is fascinated with
and moved by memorial benches in parks’ (Norman 2004: 3).
Sam Thompson perceptively points out that even if ‘tonally it’s the least
Roth-like of Jacobson’s novels’, structurally and thematically The Act of
Love resembles Roth’s Sabbath’s Theater: ‘Felix is like Sabbath in that both
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locate fucking at the centre of their lives . . . and each is sustained by a
heroically unconventional woman’ (Thompson 2008: 37).
Robbe-Grillet is mentioned again briefly in Peeping Tom (see Jacobson
1985: 340–41) but is more prominent in The Act of Love, in which there is
a detailed discussion of the relative merits of two of his novels: Jealousy
and The Voyeur (Jacobson 2009a: 215–17).
There is perhaps an echo here of the chapter titles of the Peter Greenaway film, The Cook, The Thief, His Wife and Her Lover (1989), which, for
all the obvious differences between them, is, like The Act of Love, a
baroque tale of adultery, jealousy and revenge.
Shimi’s performances seem to be based on those of Jacobson’s father, of
whom Jacobson said: ‘you would see him at Manchester’s Chinese
restaurants going from table to table performing magic’ (Wintle 2013: 9).
The phrase occurs in a letter dated 16–17 December 1816 from the author
to her cousin, J. Edward Austen, in which she asks, rhetorically: ‘What
should I do with your strong, manly, spirited sketches, full of variety and
glow? – How could I possibly join them on to the little bit (two inches
wide) of ivory on which I work with so fine a brush, as produces little
effect after much labour?’ (Austen 2009: 198).
Extravagant rumours – that he is a bootlegger, a murderer, a German spy
and a nephew of Von Hindenburg, the German president during the years
of the Weimar Republic – swirl around Gatsby throughout the novel.
The origins of this episode might be located in a review Jacobson wrote
of a novel by the Australian writer Frank Moorhouse in which he quotes
from a passage in which the protagonist pilfers ‘some dresses and a corset’ from a store of his great-grandmother’s effects (Jacobson 1988: 46)
and in an essay on women’s underwear that Jacobson published in 2000,
in which he recalls the ‘liberation that came with my first purchase of Le
Slip, a slinky black nothing with no sides to speak of’, which he compares favourably with the ‘hideous’ ‘bloomers of our grandmothers’,
with their ‘limp elastic’ and ‘grimy trimmings’ (Jacobson 2000c: 16).
There is also an echo of Jacobson’s observation in Seriously Funny that
‘whoever doubts the sexual potency of laughter [should] remember what
it is like to have a woman he loves laugh at another man’s jokes’ (Jacobson 1997: 19) and a further sly reference to Jacobson’s own literary preferences and pretensions when Beryl invites Howie to give a talk to her
sixth-form girls on ‘the Novel and the Feelings (from Jane Austen to
Him)’ (Jacobson 2019a: 97).
I am thinking here particularly of queer theory and transgender studies.
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‘Being Jewish’: Philip Roth,
antisemitism and the Holocaust

At a conference on ‘Jewish Identities and American Writing’, hosted
by the Rothermere American Institute in 2001, Howard Jacobson
gave a talk (which has never been published) in which he subjected
the celebrated opening lines of Saul Bellow’s The Adventures of Augie
March (1953) to a close reading that, he claimed, exposed its grammatical confusion and intellectual imprecision. He went on to juxtapose
a sex scene from Philip Roth’s The Dying Animal (2001) with one
from his own novel No More Mr Nice Guy, in order to demonstrate
the alleged superiority of the latter. Although delivered with characteristic wit and a certain knowing self-irony, Jacobson’s agenda was
clear enough: he wanted publicly to lay to rest, once and for all, the
label of ‘the English Philip Roth’, with its implicit suggestion that he
could only ever hope to be a poor man’s substitute for the real thing,
to show that far from being indebted to the great Jewish American
novelists he could teach them a thing or two.
The comparisons with Roth had dogged Jacobson right from the
start,1 but his response to them has undergone a remarkable evolution. Initially, Jacobson either distanced himself from Roth by reviving the old canard of Roth’s alleged Jewish self-hatred, announcing
that ‘I don’t have Roth’s dislike of being Jewish’ (Hebert 1984: 13), or
by denying that he had even read any Roth, a claim he repeated in
some later interviews2 but which seems doubtful in the light of the
testimony of Dave Williamson, a Canadian novelist. Williamson
claims that when he visited Jacobson in 1983, shortly after the publication of Coming From Behind, he told him that ‘he counted Roth
among his three favourite writers – Charles Dickens and Jane Austen
were the other two’ (Williamson 2010: A.13). It was in fact to Austen
that Jacobson turned in an attempt to rebrand himself, telling anyone
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who would listen ‘I’m not the English Philip Roth, I’m the Jewish
Jane Austen’ (Jacobson 2010i). Ironically, this itself became a mantra
that interviewers and reviewers recited, so that instead of shedding
the label of ‘the English Philip Roth’, it was joined to his rejoinder, as
in Nicholas Lezard’s joke that Jacobson was ‘the love child of Roth
and Jane Austen’ (Lezard 2010: 15).3
Although the Austen comment was clearly playful, it represented a
serious desire on Jacobson’s part to emerge from the looming shadow
of Roth. At times he expressed his frustration at his inability to do so,
or at least at the tenacity of interviewers who brought up the subject,
as Michael Posner did in 2007: ‘Let him be called the American
Jacobson and see how he likes it. It’s a monkey on my back, actually’.
However, he immediately added a caveat to his objection: ‘But if
you’re going to be compared to anybody, they don’t get better than
that’ (Posner 2007: R.3). In fact, this ambivalence was evident much
earlier in Jacobson’s career. The first explicit reference to Roth in the
fiction comes in Redback, when Forelock complains about ‘Jewish
novelists . . . [w]ith their fucking hang-ups’, having ‘spent three-quarters of the day in court, listening to a defence lawyer reading . . . out
extracts of Portnoy’s Complaint . . . asking . . . if I now considered
myself depraved’ (Jacobson 1986: 186). This allusion seems to be
mockingly affectionate, glancing both at the fact that Roth’s novel
was banned for obscenity in Australia and, metafictionally, at the connection between Roth and Jacobson that had already become something of a critical cliché. The first notable mention of Roth in the
non-fiction occurs when, in an otherwise excoriating review of Frank
Muir’s The Oxford Book of Humorous Prose, Jacobson welcomes the
inclusion of Roth as evidence of ‘some vigorous waiving of the criterion of harmlessness’ (Jacobson 1990: 65), a criterion informing
what Jacobson argues is an overwhelmingly anodyne vision of comedy. In his own anything-but-anodyne study of comedy, Seriously
Funny, Jacobson praises Roth, in passing, as ‘that most crafty and
purposeful of cursers’ (Jacobson 1997: 119), as well as citing Sabbath’s
Theater approvingly twice (82, 119).
Indeed, as Jacobson began to articulate a more nuanced response
to Roth’s work, he differentiated between his earlier, comic works
and the later, more sober novels, telling Posner that although he
loved the former he felt saddened by Roth’s turn away from comedy:
‘I don’t hate the [late] books but I hate the assumption behind them
– that suddenly you’re more serious because you’ve stopped joking’
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(Posner 2007: R.3). In due course, this qualified admiration became
unequivocal. In 2011, he leapt to Roth’s defence in the controversy
surrounding the award of the International Man Booker to him and
the subsequent resignation in protest of Carmen Callil from the
panel of judges, writing that ‘he is the author of some of the most
wildly funny novels ever written, and for his comedy alone deserves
to mop up every prize for fiction going’ (Jacobson 2011b: 38).4 This
shift in attitude, perhaps consolidated by the award of his own Booker
Prize in the previous year (which largely allayed Jacobson’s anxieties
about his status as a novelist) was accompanied by an attempt to
erase retrospectively his earlier resentment at being saddled with the
reputation of being an inferior version of Roth. In an interview with
Lori Harrison-Kahan in the same year, he claimed that he had ‘never
objected to being compared to Philip Roth’, going on to call him ‘a
towering presence’ and telling her that ‘[t]here is no better writer living’ (Harrison-Kahan 2011: 23). Since then, Jacobson has been fulsome in his praise of Roth. In 2012, he observed that ‘Roth has the
best vocabulary of emotional tumult . . . of any writer living’ (Jacobson 2012c: 2); in 2013 he acclaimed Roth’s ‘mastery of English, not in
despite of Jewish idiom but almost as though it were Jewish’ (Jacobson 2013e: 116). Finally, on the occasion of Roth’s death, in an interview on the BBC current affairs programme Newsnight, Jacobson
delivered what was clearly a heartfelt panegyric, describing his prose
as ‘powerfully alive, exultant and raging’ and concluding with the
resounding claim that ‘[e]very one [of Roth’s books] is a little masterpiece’ (Jacobson 2018c). In his final words on Roth’s final day, Jacobson’s tribute seemed to amount almost to a statement of public
penance for his earlier equivocations.
However, these equivocations need to be read not simply as an
expression of professional rivalry but in the context of what Roth
symbolises for Jacobson: namely, a writer who placed the challenges
and stimulations, the joys and traumas, of ‘being Jewish’ in the postwar period at the centre of his work and at the same time triumphantly transcended the label of ‘Jewish writer’. In other words,
Jacobson’s ambivalence towards and ultimate endorsement of Roth
reflects his own struggles with how best to address his own Jewishness
in his work. In a piece entitled ‘Jokes that save us from ourselves’,
Jacobson made a rare reference to his personal experience of antisemitism growing up in Manchester: ‘I hated being called a Yid . . . But
then I hated everything about being a child’ (Jacobson 1999c: 13).
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The fact that he immediately follows his confession of having been a
victim of racism with a self-satirical joke that seems designed to preempt any pity for his predicament and to undercut the very idea of
victimhood suggests that he still feels uncomfortable discussing this
history. In an interview with James O’Brien, Jacobson confessed to
having felt that his ‘name stood for things . . . maybe for the ugliness
I felt in me or the unsuitability I felt in me, that this was a grandiosity
I did not deserve, to be a writer, a published writer, and to be a novelist’ (O’Brien 2019). Although he does name this ‘ugliness’, it seems
clear enough that he is referring to Jewishness; to the fact that,
because the surname Jacobson is unmistakably Jewish, Jacobson felt
that it disqualified him from the profession he wanted to follow. In
other words, Jacobson at some level had internalised the antisemitism to which he was subjected as a child, to the extent that he felt
that being Jewish, or at any rate being conspicuously Jewish, was
incompatible with the ‘grandiosity’ of being a ‘published writer’. As
David Herman puts it, the great challenge for Jacobson in his early
career was to ‘find a voice that [would] include both his father’s market stall in Manchester and the great, gentile tradition he studied with
Leavis at Cambridge’ (Herman 2002: 28), a challenge that, as I argued
in Chapter 1, he dramatises in the fiction itself.
In his non-fiction, Jacobson has insisted repeatedly on his credentials as ‘an old-fashioned English lit. man. Straight down the line’
(Lyall 2010), but in an interview in 2010 he refined this self-definition,
referring to his practice of ‘try[ing] to write the sentences of a centralized, cosmopolitan English writer who has read all the great English
writers’ (Jacobson 2010i). This subtle shift from the bullish certainty
suggested by the phrase ‘[s]traight down the line’ to the careful qualification suggested by the verb ‘try’ and the phrase ‘cosmopolitan
English writer’, in which the word ‘cosmopolitan’ might be read as
code (as it often is) for ‘Jewish’, is significant and coincides with
Jacobson’s softening towards Roth. Jacobson has always emphasised
that his own upbringing was culturally, rather than religiously, Jewish:
‘we were Jewish-joke Jews, we were bagel Jews. We didn’t go to synagogue’ (Boylan 2011). As a young man, he has said, he ‘saw [him]self
entirely as an Englishman who had happened, happily, to be born
Jewish’ (Jacobson 2005e: 44). Yet he has also acknowledged that his
early attempts to write fiction were hampered by the sense that he
had to ‘demonstrate [his] remove from Jewishness in order to feel
more English’ (Boylan 2011) and that the breakthrough for him came
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when he discovered Jewishness as a subject: ‘I never thought when I
was trying to write in my 20s and even in my 30s, that I was going to
write about Jews. But I wasn’t getting anywhere not writing about
Jews. I couldn’t write a page’ (Jacobson 2010i). The hyperbole of the
claim that he ‘couldn’t write a page’ while he was ‘not writing about
Jews’, and this comically negative description of an activity that is
actually the absence of an activity, should not disguise the importance for Jacobson of realising that he could combine the tradition
exemplified by Roth – what Henry Nagel refers to as ‘the self-conscious Jewish thing’ in The Making of Henry (Jacobson 2005a: 293) –
with the Leavisite ‘great tradition’.
To combine these traditions was not to reconcile them, however,
but rather to exploit the tensions between them. It is no coincidence
in this context that Jacobson’s description in Roots Schmoots of what
it was like to grow up Jewish in Manchester in the 1950s bears a striking resemblance to his definition of what makes a good comic novelist: ‘we countermanded ourselves, we faced in opposite directions, we
were our own antithesis’ (Jacobson 1993a: 3). Later, he reinforces this
sense of self-division with the paradoxical claim that ‘we [Jews] most
are, when we most protest we’re not . . ./And therefore we are most
not, when we most protest we are’ (88). Whereas Jacobson’s early
fiction dramatises the conflict inherent in being an Anglo-Jewish
writer (the hyphen enacting the ambiguous relationship of the two
categories which it both joins and separates), in his later fiction he
becomes more interested, as Roth was from the start, in the tensions
between competing versions of Jewishness. The great fault lines of
these different Jewish identities are to be found in differing responses
to the legacy of the Holocaust and to the tenacity of post-war antisemitism, and so it is no surprise that many of Jacobson’s later novels
explore these issues in detail.
The Mighty Walzer (1999)
Jewishness has always been at the centre of Jacobson’s novels. For
Sefton Goldberg, the protagonist of Jacobson’s first novel, Coming
From Behind, it is an obsession, reflected in the narrative refrain –
‘Being Jewish’ – with which many of the novel’s sentences begin, and
in the fact that at one point his friends ‘began to wonder if I had any
other subject of conversation’ (Jacobson 1984: 6). Most of the protagonists of Jacobson’s subsequent novels have been Jewish, even if they
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haven’t all been as preoccupied with what that might mean as Goldberg. Many of Jacobson’s novels have also been ostensibly autobiographical, or at least semi-autobiographical. The Mighty Walzer,
however, is arguably the most Jewish and the most autobiographical
of all his novels.5 It is also one of his best.
What makes a novel Jewish? In the context of male-authored,
Anglophone post-war Jewish fiction, there are certain characteristic
recurring themes: antisemitism; the Holocaust; the pursuit of the
‘shiksa’; the flight from family. If, as I have suggested elsewhere,
post-war Jewish fiction is characterised by a preoccupation with, and
interrogation of, the nature of Jewishness – and by a self-consciousness about its own status as Jewish fiction – then The Mighty Walzer
is the self-consciously Jewish novel par excellence (see Brauner 2001:
34–37). Witness, for example, its deconstruction of the trope of the
mollycoddled Jewish boy:
I’ve promised brevity so I won’t waste time on the usual psycho family
biog stuff – the circumcision carried out by an aspen-leaf Mohel with
delirium tremens and dirt beneath his fingernails; the bloody bandages;
the mother’s guilt drying up the mother’s milk . . . the pledge to make
it up to the boy and his putz, to be over-and-above solicitous to the boy,
and over-and-above solicitous to his putz, for ever and ever Amen. Yes,
I was fussed over. Yes, I was lovingly washed and exquisitely talculm’d
and meticulously dried, as though the wound had never healed and
never would heal. And yes, yes, I was – to employ the humiliating idiom
of my mother’s side – held out over the lavatory come pee-pee time,
confidentially squeezed and shaken and squeezed again like a hosepipe during a hose-pipe ban. But that’s normal. What was exceptional
was the number of women doing it. (Jacobson 1999a: 38)

Deploying the rhetorical figure of occupatio, the narrator/protagonist
of the novel, Oliver Walzer, while promising to avoid ‘the usual psycho
family biog stuff’, describes in detail the very elements of the familiar
narrative that he is ostensibly discarding, representing the over-protective
maternal instincts that define the archetype of the Jewish mother as
a response to the trauma of circumcision. Walzer doesn’t specify
where the ‘usual . . . stuff’ is to be found, but the prototype in postwar Jewish fiction of the suffocating Jewish mother is undoubtedly
Sophie Portnoy and there are several details in the passage that allude
to the novel in which she appears, Philip Roth’s Portnoy’s Complaint.
The first of these is the word ‘psycho’ itself, which, if it is read as an
abbreviation of ‘psychoanalytical’, invokes the ambivalent investment

Downloaded from manchesterhive.com © Copyright protected
it is illegal to copy or distribute this document

‘Being Jewish’

147

in psychoanalysis of Roth’s novel, whose narrative is underpinned by
therapeutic conventions (it is couched in the form of a monologue
delivered by a patient in one of his therapy sessions), while at the
same time comically satirising them.6 However, ‘psycho’ is also a
slang term for ‘crazy’ (if used adjectivally) and, if used as a noun, for
‘psychopath’ (as in the title of Alfred Hitchcock’s famous film). These
meanings, although they echo Roth’s irreverent treatment of Freud to
an extent, when taken in conjunction with the similarly snarky shorthand version of ‘biography’ and the dismissive tone of ‘usual . . .
stuff’, suggest an impatience with the ways in which Roth’s innovations have hardened into clichés.7
The description of the elaborate processes of washing and drying
to which Walzer is treated (or subjected) recalls the rituals of ablution
which Eve lavishes (or imposes) on Abel in The Very Model of a Man.
Although Walzer interprets this compulsive cleansing as an attempt
(futile, of course) to rehabilitate the victim of a violent act which itself
might be interpreted as a sort of purification ritual – to restore the
symbolic loss of manhood represented by the literal excision of the
foreskin – it might be said, ironically, to compound this loss, since
the excessive ‘fussing’ over the ‘putz’ is in itself arguably ‘humiliating’
and implicitly emasculating. The connection between the ‘psycho . . .
stuff’ and the bloodshed of the bris is famously made by Freud, who
interprets circumcision as a symbolic castration,8 and infamously
reimagined by Roth in Portnoy’s Complaint, when Portnoy’s mother
sits beside him, brandishing ‘a long bread knife . . . made of stainless
steel’, with ‘little sawlike teeth’, urging him to eat up his dinner so
that he can become ‘a man’ while the young boy is convinced that
‘there is an intention . . . to draw my blood’ (Roth 1969: 16). Similarly, Walzer’s reference to being ‘squeezed and shaken’ echoes Portnoy’s description of his mother ‘tickling my prickling’ in order to
facilitate urination (Roth 1969: 133).
At the same time as paying homage to what is arguably the quintessential post-war Jewish novel, however, Walzer puts his own peculiar, subversive spin on its ‘family biog stuff’, firstly through the
parodic tone of the litany of ignominy; secondly through the parochially English reference to hose-pipe bans; and finally through the revelation in the final line of the paragraph – a punchline rendering all
that precedes it the set-up to a joke – that the indignities visited upon
him are perpetrated not by the mythical Jewish mother, but rather by
an unspecified ‘number of women’. These women, female relatives
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of his mother, and their ancestors – aunts, great-aunts, great-greataunts, grandmothers and great-grandmothers – become the objects
of Walzer’s masturbatory fantasies, as he pastes their faces, cut out
from family photographs, onto the provocatively posed bodies of
women in Span, a soft-porn magazine bizarrely published by the US
embassy in India.
Much like a sweet little girl playing with her cut-out dolls . . . I changed
the outfits worn by the women I revered, got them to open their legs
and show me the tops of their stockings, the lace on their pants, turned
them round and bent them over . . . cut them into French maids,
naughty nurses, leggy belles from St Trinian’s, cowgirls who couldn’t
stay on their horses or keep their tushes in their chaperejos . . .
And I did this even to my little Polish grandmother?
Especially to my little Polish grandmother.
Scissoring with the utmost care, I cut around the contours of her face,
freeing her from the gross contingencies of Piccadilly or Cheetham Hill,
then slowly, lovingly, I separated her from her body . . . Up on to sixinch heels I hoiked her, fishnetted, frilly-knickered, fingering a cane . . .
down on a scarlet bed I laid her . . . [in] a gossamer negligé of ankle
length, through which, with the help of my magnifying glass, I could
just make out where the snatch should have been. (Jacobson 1999a: 47)

Once again, this passage recalls one of the most infamous episodes
in Portnoy’s Complaint, when the protagonist, Alex Portnoy, uses a
pair of ‘cotton panties’ purloined from his sister, along with one of
her ‘soiled brassieres’, as masturbatory aids (Roth 1969: 20, 21), but
here Jacobson ups the ante, adding to the taboo of desire for an
immediate family member the additional transgression of gerontophilia. Moreover, he flaunts his perversity, eliciting outrage by confessing, or proudly proclaiming, that, far from regarding his
grandmother as off-limits, she becomes the most favoured of his
photo-collaged harem. Comparing his activities to the wholesome
play of a ‘sweet little girl’ and insisting on his ‘reverence’ for the
women whose images he defiles heightens the apparent incongruity
between the platonic grandfilial love Walzer professes and the erotic
objectification he practises. Yet for Walzer there is no conflict between
the two. Instead, he represents the process of cutting and pasting as
simultaneously tender and violent, elevating and degrading. On the
one hand, the verbs Walzer uses to describe the contortions into
which he arranges the bodies onto which he pastes his grandmother’s
face (‘got them to . . . turned them round and bent them over . . . cut
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them’) suggest manipulation, coercion and mutilation. On the other
hand, he represents his actions as solicitous, even liberating (‘with
the utmost care . . . freeing her . . . lovingly’). The crude double entendres of ‘[s]cissoring’, ‘fingering’ and ‘laid’, juxtaposed with the luxurious trappings (the frilly knickers and gossamer negligé) of an exotic
world far removed from the mundanity of life in Cheetham Hill; the
use of slang Yiddish (‘tushes’) and Spanish (‘chaparejos’); the allusion to the notoriously smutty St. Trinian’s film series (inspired by
Ronald Searle’s comic strip); the use of the comically awkward verb
‘hoiking’ and the skittish alliteration of ‘fishnetted, frilly-knickered,
fingering’; all these details imbue the passage with a comic energy
which does not quite disguise the disturbing fact that the young Walzer
takes sexual pleasure in metaphorically decapitating his grandmother,
fetishising her features in grotesque combinations, and projecting
onto these hybrid creations an imaginary vagina. In common with
many of Jacobson’s protagonists, Walzer both indicts himself for his
crimes and seeks to extenuate them. There is certainly a strain of
self-conscious performance, even self-satire, in his representation of
his sexual politics (‘Misogyny, that was my bag. I wrote essays in
which I affected to hate women, detailing their imperfections through
the ages’, he writes of his undergraduate days [Jacobson 1999a: 144]),
but also a sense of wanting to out-Portnoy Portnoy.
This intertextual engagement with Roth’s novel manifests itself not
only in the hyberbolic nature of his masturbatory fervour – ‘bolting
the lavatory door and making love to myself for sessions which I regarded
as brutally foreshortened if they failed to exceed three hours’ (37) – but
in his non-auto-erotic preferences. The girl with whom Walzer falls in
love – the symbolically named Lorna Peachley (the first name suggesting melancholy, as in ‘forlorn’ and ‘love-lorn’, the surname containing
the slang term for a desirable young woman, ‘peach’), whose ‘bodily
mellifluousness’ (258) while playing ping-pong bewitches Walzer –
bears more than a passing resemblance to the Gentile girls who
gracefully glide across the ice, sending the young Portnoy into paroxysms of pleasure, ‘a state of desire beyond a hard-on’ (Roth 1969: 144,
italics in original). The terms in which Walzer describes his visits to
Lorna’s house – ‘Now I could be invited over to [Lorna’s] house . . .
partly to give her parents . . . a closer squizz at a Jewish person’
(Jacobson 1999a: 237) – recall Portnoy’s comical anticipation of how
he might greet the parents of his girlfriend Kay Campbell when he
visits their home for Thanksgiving, to pre-empt their probable
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curiosity: ‘Well, it sure is nice being here in Davenport, Mr and Mrs
Campbell, what with my being Jewish and all’ (Roth 1969: 224).
The suspicion that Walzer may be projecting his sense of his own
irrevocable otherness onto Lorna’s parents, just as Portnoy does with
the Campbells, is confirmed by his mythologisation of Lorna and of
the larger fantasy of assimilation which she represents. Later in the
novel, when he befriends Robin Clarke, a fellow undergraduate at
Cambridge, his thoughts immediately turn to this fantasy:
The goyishe friend – could this one be the goyishe friend? Whose sister I
would marry in a little country church in Gloucestershire? Where we
would raise horses and soft-voiced little goyishe children called Christopher and Amelia? . . . (Jacobson 1999a: 305, italics in original)

The invocation of the Gloucestershire church once again recalls Roth,
this time The Counterlife, whose penultimate chapter is given the title
of this county to symbolise all that is quintessentially English – which
is to say (in the context of post-war Jewish fiction) pastoral, genteel
and Gentile.
The other figure who reliably appears in the cast of archetypes of
the post-war Jewish novel, alongside the shikse and the goyishe friend,
is the shaygets, the obverse of the goyishe friend, a brutish, usually
antisemitic Gentile young man, often to be found menacing local Jewish boys. In The Mighty Walzer, the shaygets makes his first appearance when Oliver’s family moves to an area of Manchester near a
rough estate, so that ‘every time I went out a gang of prefab boys threw
stones at me’ (17). When Oliver’s father dismisses his mother’s fears
that he may lose an eye, remarking that they are ‘little kids’ who ‘can’t
throw that hard’ (17), the mother responds with a rhetorical question:
‘When did you hear of a shaygets who couldn’t throw hard? (18).
Later in the novel, when Oliver dedicates himself to table tennis,
he draws a distinction between the approach of the Jewish team he
represents and that of their Gentile opponents:
When all’s said and done you are at liberty to marvel over the shayget’s
power of shot because ultimately you value something else more – the
right to be amused, the intelligence to register the vanity of all skill and
striving at last. (151)

Here the physical force of the shaygets – the ‘power of shot’ – is contrasted with the reflective Jewish attitude towards competition, an
attitude associated with ‘intelligence’, wit and an eschatological
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resignation. Later, Walzer elaborates on this theme, eulogising the
skills of the star player on his team, Phil Radic, in terms that represent table tennis as a metaphor for the art of the comic writer:
He made ping-pong witty. His sudden accelerations of racket-head
speed were like explosions of satire . . . And he used all the expanses of
the table in a sardonic manner, economically, pithily, finding angles
you’d never have guessed were there, leaving his opponent flat footed
and looking stupid. (210)

There is of course also an implicitly metafictional aspect to this passage, as Walzer himself is a table tennis player in the Radic mould –
one who uses an edition of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde in lieu of a bat when
he first takes up the game – and the narrator and protagonist of a
comic novel in which his own (over-)identification with table tennis
is the source of much of the (self-)satire: ‘Ping-pong is airless and
cramped and repetitive and self-absorbed, and so was I’ (17). As ever,
Walzer is ambivalent about his enthusiasm for table tennis, and
about the Jewishness with which he associates it. As the description
above suggests, ping-pong for Walzer is everything that is antithetical
to sport (which is, typically, an outdoors, expansive, other-directed
activity), but consistent with the stereotype of Jewish men as ‘bent
and bookish’ (323), and with his own sense of himself as a schlemiel
‘forever lost to seriousness and dignity’ (14) whose biography is ‘a
history of embarrassments’ (36). As Jacobson put it in an essay published
the year after The Mighty Walzer, table tennis, ‘with its ironies . . . and
nervy claustrophobia’ is ‘the perfect parable of earthly vanity’, offering ‘more opportunities for self-punishment’ than any other sport
(Jacobson 2000d: 32).
Consistent with Jacobson’s mantra that comic novels are invariably
inconsistent – ‘at odds with [themselves]’ (Jacobson 1999d: 30) –
Walzer at times seems to acquiesce in, or even embrace, the idea that
table tennis is a game for losers, conceding, casually, that ‘[o]f course
ping pong wasn’t sport’ (Jacobson 1999a: 181) while at other times he
is a fervent advocate of the game, complaining that table tennis ‘suffer[s] from too modest a conception of itself’ (254) and expressing
great indignation when his headmaster overlooks his achievements
in this arena:
What’s your problem, Mr Horsfield – isn’t the game at which I excel
shaygets enough for you? Do you have to kick shit out of people before
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you consider it sport here? Do you have to roll in mud and stick your
face up someone’s arse? Is it too much for you to bear, you yiddenfeit,
you anti-Semitic piece of crap, that we should be good at a game and
win scholarships to Oxford and Cambridge? Well prepare to swallow
more, shithead. Meet the master race. You’re looking at a double starred
first and the next World Ping-Pong Champion. Won’t that be something
for you to ignore in favour of how Albert Shaygets came last in the All
Radcliffe fishing gala with an already dead mackerel measuring a quarter of an inch – we’re all proud of you, Albert, you dim-witted freckled
little snub nose petseleh, you! (253)

This characteristically extravagant comic set-piece begins with a
series of sardonic rhetorical questions aimed at the headmaster
(whose name is a compound of two quintessential signifiers of pastoral England, ‘horse’ and ‘field’),9 which satirise the brutality and vulgarity of the sports traditionally valued at English grammar schools
(principally rugby), and which culminate in an explosion of vitriol
that juxtaposes English idiomatic insults (‘piece of crap’, ‘shithead’)
with a Yiddish term of abuse (‘yiddenfeit’). Walzer then provocatively
appropriates the term that the Nazis used to describe the alleged
genetic superiority of Aryans – ‘the master race’ – to invert the racial
hierarchy underpinning the National Socialist brand of antisemitism, suggesting that Jews are racially superior, rather than inferior,
before adducing the evidence: his own history of intellectual eminence and prospective sporting excellence. Finally, he contrasts these
achievements with the exaggerated inferiority of an imagined favourite of the headmaster: a pathetic figure whose mediocrity as an
angler is matched by the paucity of his brain and the fragility of his
appearance (the Yiddish term ‘petseleh’ literally means small, but in
this context with the implication that Albert is the metaphorical runt
of the litter). Again, there is an echo here, in Walzer’s animus, of Alex
Portnoy’s characterisation of Gentile men as ‘half-dead, ice-cold shaygets pricks’ (Roth 1969: 152, italics in original), but the irony is that
Albert is the antithesis of the stereotypical muscular, intimidating,
self-satisfied shaygets, resembling more closely the antisemitic stereotype of the Jew as a sickly specimen of manhood, albeit with a
‘snub nose’ instead of the hooked nose of Nazi caricatures.
Like Portnoy, whose happiest memory of childhood is accompanying his father on a monthly pilgrimage to the public baths where
older Jewish men of his generation go to relax, exposing their ‘meaty
flanks and steaming torsos’ unselfconsciously while Alex’s father
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‘coats [him] from head to toe with a thick lather of soap’ (Roth 1969:
49), Walzer reserves his admiration for, and feels most at ease with,
the circle of Jewish comrades with whom he plays table tennis and
enjoys ‘Tcheppehing’10 – Aishky Mistofsky, Sheeny Waxman, Twink
Starr, Louis Marks, Gershom Finkel and Phil Radic – as well as for
the elder statesmen of the Akivah club – Phil Radic, Saul Yesner, Sid
Mellick – who, when they are not playing ping-pong, are ‘out strangling the enemies of the Jewish people with their bare hands’ (Jacobson 1999a: 211). Nadia Valman observes, acutely, that ‘The Mighty
Walzer thrums with nostalgia for the raw, unrestrained masculinity
of the interwar generation of Jews, the sons of immigrants with a
direct connection to peasant origins, and an uncomplicated, libidinous (though often thwarted) drive to prosper’ (Valman 2018: 358).11
Yet it is the fraternal solidarity between these older men and their
avuncular friendship with Walzer, their younger teammate, protégé
and rival, rather than their ‘peasant origins’ or ‘libidinous . . . drive to
prosper’ that the novel celebrates. The heart of The Mighty Walzer lies
in the affectionate portrait of these characters and in the bittersweet,
detailed descriptions – by turns percussive, lyrical, nostalgic and geometrically precise – of the table tennis games which they play against
each other and against rival teams from the ‘untamed Shaygetsshire’
(Jacobson 1999a: 149) of Greater Manchester.
After drifting apart for many years, in the final pages of the novel
Walzer and his former ping-pong buddies are reunited at the Ninth
World Veterans’ Table Tennis Championships in Manchester. There
he discovers that Sheeny Waxman has become a successful contemporary art dealer – the ‘only serious competitor’ to Charles Saatchi, in
his own words12 – and that his erstwhile hero, Phil Radic, is married
to the great lost love of his life, Lorna Peachley. These encounters are
among the most moving passages of Jacobson’s fiction, laced with
the relish of reminiscence and the poignant tang of regret, but they
are also overshadowed by the trauma of one of the group, Aishky,
who is working in a factory that ‘resembled Belsen’ (380).
Like all Jews of their generation (the generation who grew up in
the 1950s), Walzer and his peers are haunted by the (still relatively
recent) events of the Holocaust. When Aishky loses two fingers in an
accident for which he is blamed, precipitating ‘the end of the Akiva as
a fighting ping pong force’ (180), he attributes his failure of concentration to having been preoccupied with thoughts of ‘[c]rimes against
the Jewish people’ (179), namely the Nazi genocide. Later in the
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novel, Walzer observes that Aishky ‘was all right so long as we could
keep him away from death and the Holocaust’, adding as an afterthought: ‘aren’t we all all right so long as you can keep us away from
death and the Holocaust?’ (384). Seven years later, Jacobson was to
place these concerns at the centre of Kalooki Nights, another novel
which is both rooted firmly in the semi-autobiographical context of
Jacobson’s childhood in Manchester and at the same time engages in
an intertextual dialogue with Philip Roth, and with American Jewish
culture more broadly.
Kalooki Nights (2006)
If Jacobson’s early novels were concerned with Jacobson’s relationship with English literary culture, Kalooki Nights might be read as his
most through-going attempt to explore the influence of American
culture on his generation of British Jews. The novel is saturated with
allusions to American culture, in particular Jewish American culture.
Indeed, at one point the narrator of the novel, the cartoonist Max
Glickman, collapses the distinction between the two, something Roth
also does in The Facts.13 Retrospectively analysing his childhood infatuation with American comics, Glickman infers that ‘I recognised . . .
something Jewish in them . . . [a] spirited immigrant johnny-comelately razzamatazz . . . the antithesis to what the English expected of
an illustrator of comics’ (Jacobson 2006a: 43). He goes on to speculate as to whether this ‘explain[s] the anti-American sentiment of the
careful Gentile world in which I grew up?’:
Was that why our teachers were always warning us off American movies and music and bubblegum, and would have confiscated my Superman comics had I brought them to school – because what they really
didn’t like about America was its Jewishness? (43)14

Roth himself is never mentioned by name in Kalooki Nights, but he is
arguably the presiding spirit of the novel. When Glickman recalls
that ‘it was the American Jewish boxers who really fired my father
up’, perhaps because of the way in which ‘American Jews ha[d] made
their escape from humility and trepidation more fully than my father
believed we [i.e. English Jews] had, or ever would’ (35), it is tempting
to see an implied analogy with those American Jewish authors, such
as Saul Bellow, Bernard Malamud, Norman Mailer, Joseph Heller
and, of course, Philip Roth, whose works were much more frequently
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to be found on the bookshelves of English Jews of Glickman Senior’s
generation than those of their arguably less adventurous, certainly
lesser-known, British Jewish contemporaries. Although Glickman
Junior distances himself from the deference to American Jews
expressed in this passage by emphasising the subjectivity of his
father’s enthusiasm, it is clear elsewhere that he shares his father’s
conviction that English Jews are more timorous than their American
cousins, so that when his cartoons are rejected by the New Yorker he
reflects that ‘I would have been better throwing in my lot with overt
rudery and dysfunction . . . But I was an English Jew . . . and somehow English Jews have had all the rudery squeezed out of them’ (56).
Certainly, when Glickman confesses that he ‘cared for . . . [American
Jewish cartoonists] without knowing them . . . because I . . . had
denied them in my English Jewish heart’, it is difficult not to read this
biographically, as an analogue for Jacobson’s own ambivalence
towards Roth and the other canonical Jewish American novelists (58).
In a sense, then, Kalooki Nights can be read as Jacobson’s attempt
to emulate these Jewish American masters, or perhaps more accurately, to engage in a dialogue with them. Certainly, Jacobson’s
semi-humorous claim that it is ‘the most Jewish novel that has ever
been written by anybody, anywhere’ (Buckley 2006: 23) implicitly
invites the very comparison with Roth that he spent much of his earlier career trying to avoid. Indeed, there are direct verbal echoes of
Roth’s work, which relate to the novel’s self-conscious, at times
self-parodic, obsession with all things Jewish. The terms in which
Glickman’s father laments his son’s pathological Jewishness – ‘Jew,
Jew, Jew. Why, why, why, as my father asked until the asking killed
him, does everything always have to come back to Jew, Jew, Jew?’
(Jacobson 2006a: 7) – recalls both Alex Portnoy’s outburst (‘Jew Jew
Jew Jew Jew Jew! It is coming out of my ears already, the saga of the
suffering Jews!’) and Henry Zuckerman’s diagnosis of his brother
Nathan’s malaise in The Counterlife: ‘Jew Jew Jew . . . the poor bastard’s got Jew on the brain’ (Roth 1969: 76; 1987: 232). Furthermore,
Glickman’s father’s vision of ‘a species of Judaism emptied of everything except its disputatiousness and liberality’ (Jacobson 2006a: 13)
echoes Smilesburger’s lengthy disquisition on Jewishness in Operation Shylock (1993) that finishes with the assertion that the Jew ‘is a
dispute, incarnate!’ (Roth 1993: 334, italics in original). Likewise,
Max’s paradoxical pet project, which he describes as ‘imagining Jews
without Jewishness’ (Jacobson 2006a: 68), has much in common
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with Nathan Zuckerman’s ambition, in The Counterlife, to capture the
quintessence of Jewishness: ‘A Jew without Jews, without Judaism . . .
just the object itself, like a glass or an apple’ (Roth 1987: 328).
Whether these Rothian echoes are self-conscious hardly matters;
cumulatively, they place Kalooki Nights in an intertextual relationship
with Roth’s work, demanding that we read the novel in the context of
American Jewish fiction. In the novel’s uses of the Holocaust, however, Jacobson is arguably bolder than Roth or any of his contemporaries, interrogating the fetishisation of the Shoah in ways that move
beyond his intertexts and anticipate the fiction of a younger generation of American Jewish authors, notably Shalom Auslander.15
In The Imaginary Jew (1980), the French cultural critic and historian
Alain Finkielkraut, whose father survived Auschwitz, wrote of the
‘intoxicating power to confuse myself with the martyrs’ (Finkielkraut
1994: 11) that he felt as a result of his heritage. He goes on to suggest
that many European Jews of his generation claimed a dubious identification with the victims of the Holocaust, maintaining a ‘frantic
masquerade’ in order to ‘appease bad conscience’ and ‘deny the gap
between . . . our baby-boom comforts and the momentous, terrifying
events of the recent past’ (21). Max Glickman’s description of
‘grow[ing] up in Crumpsall Park in the 1950s, somewhere between
the ghettos and the greenery of North Manchester, with “extermination” in my vocabulary and the Nazis in my living room’ (Jacobson
2006a: 5) manifests both aspects of Finkielkraut’s analysis. To an
extent, Glickman is accurately reporting the pervasive presence of the
Holocaust for his generation of British Jews: the Nazis are metaphorically in his living room by virtue of the urgency and frequency with
which the still-recent events of the Second World War are invoked in
his family home. However, they are of course not physically present
in his home – a fact with which the wording of the metaphor confronts us, and which is reinforced by the scare quotes around ‘extermination’ and the pointed use of the word ghettos (which, in this
context, draws attention to the ironic disparity between the self-determined enclaves of Manchester’s Jewish community and the enforced
herding and confinement of Jews in overcrowded, unsanitary slum
conditions in Nazi-occupied Europe).16
Later, Glickman explicitly considers both the truth and the absurdity of this juxtaposition between his own peaceful post-war existence
and the wartime plight of European Jewry. As a child, Glickman colludes in the ‘masquerade’ that Finkielkraut describes, convincing
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himself that the scale of destruction of the Jews ‘conferred a solemn
destiny upon me. For it is not nothing to be one of the victims of the
greatest crime in world history’ (5). At this point, the adult narrator
Glickman intervenes, pointing out that
By any of the usual definitions of the word victim, of course, I wasn’t
one. I had been born safely, at a lucky time and in an unthreatening part
of the world, to parents who loved and protected me. I was a child of
peace and refuge . . . But there was no refuge from the dead. For just as
sinners pass on their accountability to generations not yet born, so do
the sinned against. ‘Remember me,’ says Hamlet’s father’s ghost, and
that’s Hamlet fucked. (5)

At first, it appears that the retrospective narration here is providing
an ironic distance between its perspective and that of the naive young
Max, intoxicated by his newly discovered power to confuse himself
with the martyrs. However, the corrective that Glickman offers is a
heavily qualified one: if he was not a ‘victim’ ‘by any usual definitions
of that word’, then that implies that he was a victim if a more expansive definition is accepted. Similarly, Glickman complicates his initial confession that he was ‘a child of peace and refuge’ by claiming
that ‘there was no refuge from the dead’ (5). His invocation of the
Bible and Shakespeare at the conclusion of the passage, far from suggesting a maturity that separates him from his younger self, might be
taken as evidence that he suffers from the same pretensions – the
same weakness for portentous, archaic diction – as he did when,
aged eleven, he proudly proclaimed ‘For it is not nothing to be one of
the victims of the greatest crime in world history’. Is Glickman, then,
claiming for himself the status of Holocaust victim, after the fact?
And if so, was Bryan Cheyette right when, in his review of Kalooki
Nights (Cheyette 2006), he claimed that ‘the novel, finally, is unable
to keep the distinction between the living and the dead, between
those who went through the Holocaust and those who “only thought
they did”’?
The first question is implicitly answered by Glickman’s self-satirical description of the games he used to play with his childhood friend,
Manny Washinsky: ‘When we weren’t refusing to divulge our names
or religion to SS men, or choking to death on Zyklon B, Manny and I
met in the Second World War air-raid shelter which had become our
play space and discussed God’ (Jacobson 2006a: 19). The poor taste
of the boys’ game is perhaps partially mitigated by their age, but just
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as Jacobson heightens ambiguity in his earlier locution ‘the Nazis
were in my living room’ by avoiding simile, so here, by presenting the
pretence without explicitly identifying it as such, he simultaneously
stresses both the earnestness of the game for those involved and its
force as an allegorical reflection on the inappropriate appropriation
of the Holocaust in other contexts. The answer to the second question is more complicated and may depend on the extent to which you
think Glickman is a portrait of the artist. Once again, the example of
Philip Roth may be instructive. Just as Roth invites readers to identify
Nathan Zuckerman as a thinly veiled version of himself, while at the
same time carefully distinguishing his authorial perspective from
that of his creation, so Jacobson attributes to Glickman many aspects
of his own biography but diverges from him in important respects,
using him as both the vehicle and object of his satire at different
times in the novel.17
Let’s return to the passage above. It doesn’t, after all, conclude with
the quotation from Hamlet, or with the inversion of the quotation
from Exodus that ‘the iniquity of the fathers [shall be visited] upon
the children, and upon the children’s children’ (Exodus 34:7). It finishes with ‘that’s Hamlet fucked’, which, in its comical yoking of
high culture and low, again recalls Roth and his description in The
Facts of how he and his Jewish peers on the Masters programme at
the University of Chicago in the 1950s used to refer to Isabel Archer
as a ‘shiksa’, as a ‘defense against overrefinement’ (Roth 1989: 115,
123). It is also an implicit reference to Glickman’s unpublished magnum opus: a history, in the form of a graphic novel (‘think Dr Doom
as drawn by Goya’), of the persecution of the Jews entitled Five Thousand Years of Bitterness, subtitled The Fucking of the Jews (Jacobson
2006a: 47, 166). The incongruity of the high seriousness of the title
with the provocative irreverence of the subtitle – amplified by Glickman’s juxtaposition of the nemesis of the Fantastic Four from Marvel
Comics with one of the most important figures in the canon of fine
art – exemplifies Glickman’s ambivalence towards his own art and
the Holocaust itself.
Towards the end of the novel, Glickman claims that ‘there are only
two sorts of Jews, and I don’t mean those who went through the
Holocaust and those who only thought they did. I mean Jews who see
the funny side of things and those who don’t’ (421). In that pithy
punchline to Glickman’s meditation on the relationship between
those who went through the Holocaust and those who only thought
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they did (‘that’s Hamlet fucked’) is an implicit recognition of both the
necessity of maintaining that relationship and the absurdity of imagining that they have equal status as victims. The strength of the novel
lies in its ability simultaneously to interrogate seriously the legacy of
the Holocaust on a generation of Jews who were insulated from any
direct contact with it, and comically to deconstruct that legacy, to parody the way in which the Holocaust has been fetishised.
In his 1927 essay, ‘Fetishism’, Freud pointed out that ‘the fetishist
is able at one and the same time to believe in his fantasy and to recognise that it is nothing but a fantasy’ (Freud 1950b: 199). This accurately describes Glickman, who is both complicit in, and a satirist of,
the fetishisation of the Holocaust, and Mendel, the camp inmate who
self-consciously fetishises his Nazi abuser, Ilse Koch, fully understanding the perversity of his desires and the impossibility of fulfilling them, and whose story is interpolated into Glickman’s narrative
without explanation. Whether Mendel is Glickman’s creation is not
clear, but he is certainly an alter ego: his erotic fascination with Koch
is shared by Glickman, and like Glickman he is a satirical artist ‘one
part of [whom draws] . . . in order to spite the other half’ (Jacobson
2006a: 44), revelling in the ‘ambiguity of his situation’ (171). In a
grotesque parody of Penelope’s tapestry in The Odyssey, Koch orders
Mendel to draw a part of her body (which she exposes to him) each
day and then to erase his day’s work, starting from scratch the following day.18 She also tells him that she expects him to maintain an erection while working, since ‘[n]o Jew dare look upon German
womanhood limp’ (172), while at the same time promising that she
will beat him each time his member rises. Drawing on the voyeuristic photographs that illustrate Russell’s The Scourge of the Swastika
(1954), in which the young Glickman takes a prurient interest, and
the titillating representation of Koch in the pornographic 1970s film
Ilsa, She Wolf of the SS, Mendel’s narrative finishes with a revenge
fantasy borrowed from ‘Master Race’, the best-known work by Bernard Krigstein, one of the American Jewish cartoonists whom Glickman admires, in which a Jewish camp survivor spots his former
tormentor on the subway in New York and is pursued by him until he
(the survivor) falls to his death on the rails.
Juxtaposed with this unsolicited, mock-schlock Holocaust narrative is the commission that Glickman is given by Francine BrysonSmith, another dominatrix figure with a prurient interest in, and
contempt for, Jewish men. Bryson-Smith hires Glickman to get
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inside information from Manny Washinsky, his collaborator in the
childhood games of pretending to be camp inmates, for a projected
television drama based on Washinsky’s murder – by gassing – of his
ultra-orthodox Jewish parents. Glickman’s ultimate rejection of
Bryson-Smith represents his triumph not only over her unwholesome power, but over the seductive delusion that Manny’s homicide
was somehow connected to the Holocaust and, by extension, the
complacent conviction that the lives of his post-war generation of
English Jews were determined by the experiences of European Jews
during the Second World War. Neither Manny, who tells his lawyer
that he turned the gas on in his parents’ home to ‘verify’ the claim
made by Georg Renno, an SS officer, that ‘turning on the tap was no
big deal’ (437), nor Bryson-Smith, who is determined to read Manny’s
actions as ‘a statement about Jewish attitudes to Gentiles’ (431) that
implicitly vindicates the Nazi genocide, can ‘keep the distinction
between the living and the dead’, but Glickman arguably learns to do so.
Earlier in the novel, Glickman had commented on the contamination, post-Holocaust, of certain aspects of language:
You don’t say ‘gassed’ to Jews if you can help it. One of those words.
They should be struck out of the human vocabulary for a while, while
we regroup, not for ever, just for a thousand years or so – gassed, camp,
extermination, concentration, experiment, march, train, rally, German.
Words made unholy just as ground is made unholy. (49)

These are not, of course, original observations. George Steiner has
famously argued that the German language itself became corrupted
by the euphemisms of Nazi bureaucracy (Steiner 1967b) and Norma
Rosen, the American Jewish author, has claimed that, to ‘a mind
engraved with the Holocaust, gas is always that gas’ (Rosen 1992:
22). Glickman’s is certainly a mind engraved with the Holocaust; one
for whom, in his own words, ‘a train can never again be just a train’,
because to his ears it makes the sound ‘Jew Jew, Jew Jew’ and is associated in his imagination with what he calls ‘The Auschwitz Express’
(Jacobson 2006a: 17). However, unlike Rosen, and Steiner – who
claimed to be ‘a survivor’ even though he ‘happened not to be there
when the names were called out’ (Steiner 1965) – Jacobson is alert to
the danger of exaggerated self-pity, to the potential for melodrama of
appropriating a Holocaust sensibility in a post-Holocaust era. The
insertion of ‘German’ at the end of the litany of words that Glickman
wishes to delete from ‘human vocabulary’ (perhaps a sly allusion to
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Steiner), like the frivolous description of the cattle trucks that transported Jews to the death camps as the Auschwitz Express, and like
the phrase ‘that’s Hamlet fucked’, is a punchline of sorts, a comical
reminder of the limitations of imaginative sympathy with victims of
the Holocaust, and of the danger of over-investing in such an impossible act of identification.
Much of the comic energy of the novel is, in fact, derived from and
directed towards this temptation to indulge in a spurious identification with the Jews of wartime Europe. At the start of Kalooki Nights,
Glickman relates how his Uncle Ike used to like to remark, ‘apropos
anything Jewish’, ‘And for this . . . the Nazis tried to exterminate us’,
to which his father used to like to respond: ‘Since when did any Nazi
try to exterminate you, Ike? You personally? Had I thought the Nazis
were after you I’d have told them where to find you years ago’ (Jacobson
2006a: 4). Towards the end of the novel, Glickman’s mother expresses
similar scepticism at her son’s obsession with the Holocaust, in a
telephone conversation:
‘You used to get Shani [Max’s sister] to pose for you in boots’ . . .
‘I wasn’t drawing Shani, I was drawing the boots.’
‘Yes, so that you could put her in a camp . . . ’
‘I never put Shani in a camp. I drew the boots, that was it.’
‘And you put the boots in the camp. It’s the same thing. They were
Shani’s boots.’
‘Ma, it’s what you do if you draw. You draw from life.’
‘Life I wouldn’t have minded. What you were drawing, Maxie, was
death. Camps, camps, camps – where did you get all that stuff from?
The only camp you ever went to was Butlin’s.’ (427)19

Characteristically, Jacobson complicates these passages by inserting
closing comic punchlines. In the case of the exchange between Ike
and Glickman senior, what begins as a pedantic disagreement finishes as a provocative parody of one of the great taboos of Holocaust
history: the informing on Jews by other Jews. In the dialogue between
Max and his mother, the movement is from a serious discussion
about Max’s morbid interest in the Holocaust to a play on the word
‘camp’ that emphasises once again the chasm between Glickman’s
comfortable, English post-war life and the terrible suffering of European Jews. There is, however, a crucial distinction between Uncle
Ike’s glib use of the first-person plural and Glickman’s imaginative
recreation of camp life.

Downloaded from manchesterhive.com © Copyright protected
it is illegal to copy or distribute this document

162

Howard Jacobson

Unlike his childhood game of pretending to be a victim of the
Nazis, Glickman’s dressing-up of his sister in the boots is an entirely
self-conscious strategy, in the service of his art. Glickman’s fetishistic
focus on the boots is both a metaphor for his larger fetishisation of
the Holocaust itself and a self-reflexive attempt to satirise this fetishisation, in his own work and that of others. His use of the boot as a
synecdoche for fascism invokes, and perhaps parodies, both Sylvia
Plath’s poem ‘Daddy’ (itself notorious for its appropriation of the suffering of Jews, which has polarised critics ever since its publication)
and ‘the distracted cartoons of ignominy and death’ (in Glickman’s
own words) of the American Jewish artist and one-time collaborator
with Philip Roth, Philip Guston, whose art is replete with menacing
boots.20 At one point, Glickman observes that it was ‘[h]ardly surprising’ that Jews of his parents’ generation, ‘too old to want to know the
gory details, not old enough to know they had to’ (119), ‘warmed to
Holocaust literature only slowly’ (117). He then describes a cartoon
that he once drew, which consisted of
Two old Jews arguing. One with a bubble coming out of his mouth declaring ‘Never again’, the other with his fists in the air and an answering bubble, ‘If I have to hear you saying never again ever again . . .’ But I was
unable to place it . . . Hard to get people to laugh at the Holocaust. (119)

Kalooki Nights audaciously exploits the tension between the desire of
some Jews of Jacobson’s generation to know all the ‘gory details’, and
the necessity of recognising that their own historical situation prevents
them from ever doing so; it is an attempt to make people laugh not at
the events of the Holocaust itself but at the attempt to fetishise them.
The Finkler Question (2010)
If Kalooki Nights was concerned with the fetishisation of the Holocaust, The Finkler Question is concerned with the fetishisation of Jewishness. In my first book, I devoted a chapter to a recurring trope in
post-war Jewish fiction on both sides of the Atlantic that I described
as ‘The Gentile who mistook himself for a Jew’. Discussing Arthur
Miller’s Focus (1945), Bernard Malamud’s The Assistant (1957), Frederic Raphael’s Lindmann (1963), Emily Prager’s Eve’s Tattoo (1992)
and Jonathan Wilson’s The Hiding Room (1995), I argued that in these
novels Gentile protagonists ‘embrace Jewishness both as an escape
from, and confirmation of, their own self-hatred’ (Brauner 2001: 73).
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Although it was published fifteen years after the last of these novels,
and apparently emerges from a very different context (the upsurge of
antisemitism in the UK in the wake of the second intifada and the
subsequent launch of the Boycott, Divestment and Sanctions movement), The Finkler Question conforms in almost every particular to
the characteristics that I identified in my 2001 study.
The novel centres on the friendship between three men: Julian
Treslove, an erstwhile BBC radio producer who now earns his living
as a celebrity lookalike (the joke being that he doesn’t resemble any
particular celebrity); Sam Finkler, a media personality and author of
a series of popular philosophy books; and Libor Sevcik, their old
schoolteacher and a former Hollywood gossip columnist. Finkler and
Sevcik are Jewish; Treslove is not. Yet he is obsessed with Jews and all
things Jewish. The title of the novel alludes to Treslove’s idiosyncratic
adoption, at school, of the word Finkler as a synonym, or substitute,
for the word ‘Jew’.
Before he met Finkler, Treslove had never met a Jew . . . He supposed a
Jew would be like the word Jew – small and dark and beetling. A secret
person. But Finkler was almost orange and spilled out of his clothes . . .
If this was what all Jews looked like, Treslove thought, then Finkler . . .
was a better name for them than Jew. So that was what he called them
privately – Finklers.
He would have liked to tell his friend this. It took away the stigma, he
thought. The minute you talked about the Finkler Question, say, or the
Finklerish Conspiracy, you sucked out the toxins. But he was never quite
able to get around to explaining this to Finkler himself. (Jacobson
2010a: 17)

This passage illustrates nicely Treslove’s confused thinking about
Jews. He is confounded when his initial assumption – contra Saussure – that there would be an inherent relationship between the signifier (the word ‘Jew’) and the signified (an actual Jew) proves to be
unfounded. Yet he fails to recognise that the assumption itself is both
subjective and inflected by antisemitic tropes: the word ‘Jew’ is small
but no more necessarily dark or beetling than its near-homonym
‘dew’, for example, which has completely different connotations. The
image of the Jew as a beetle invokes Nazi propaganda, in which Jews
were routinely represented as vermin, as well as echoing Kafka’s
‘Metamorphosis’ – which has often been read as an allegorical representation of antisemitism – in which Gregor Samsa, after being
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transformed into an ‘ungeheures Ungeziefer’ (literally ‘monstrous
vermin’, but often translated as beetle), is ostracised, confined and
finally starved to death. Similarly, the idea of the Jew as ‘a secret person’ smacks of conspiracy theories about covert cabals of Jews secretly
pulling all the levers of power, and of older suspicions that Jews who
had converted to Christianity were continuing privately to practise
their original religion. More specifically, it seems to anticipate a passage much later in the novel when, feeling like a ‘piggy in the middle’
as Finkler and Treslove’s Jewish partner argue, Treslove attributes his
feeling of exclusion to his lack of fluency in ‘[t]he secret language of
the Jews’ (177), a staple of antisemitic lore which is discussed in detail
in Sander Gilman’s study Jewish Self-Hatred: Anti-Semitism and the
Hidden Language of the Jews (1990). Furthermore, Treslove’s revised
hypothesis that Jews might instead typically resemble Finkler
remains underpinned by the irrational idea that there is a uniform
appearance shared by ‘all Jews’, an idea that is again consistent with
Nazi racial theory but not with modern science. The second paragraph belatedly acknowledges the antisemitic history that forms the
hinterland to Treslove’s cogitations, but only in order to make the
claim that Treslove’s rebranding of Jews as Finklers might somehow
neutralise this history, provide an antidote to its poison. The suggestion that Treslove ‘would have liked’ to share his thoughts on Jewishness with Finkler but ‘was never quite able to get around’ to it is of
course a rationalisation: the reason that Treslove never actually confides in Finkler is that he senses, unconsciously, if not consciously,
that his views are at best suspect, at worst offensive. The final irony
of this passage lies in Treslove’s choice of Finkler as a representative
Jew, since as an adult Finkler is accused of being a self-hating Jew
after he becomes a leading light in a group of British Jews whose
acronym ASH (an abbreviation of Ashamed Jews) refers to their
desire to distance themselves from, and in some way atone for, the
actions of Israel.21
On a conscious level, Treslove venerates Jews: ‘Jews, Treslove
thought, admiringly. Jews and music. Jews and families. Jews and loyalites. (Finkler accepted)’ (94). The parenthetical caveat here refers to
the fact that Finkler is a serial adulterer but of course if Finkler is
Treslove’s archetypal Jew then he can hardly be exceptional. More fundamentally, philosemitism and antisemitism are two sides of the same
coin: both insist on the essential otherness of the Jew. Treslove’s approbation of Jews easily slips into envy, from envy to over-identification,
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and from over-identification to resentment. Treslove’s fantasy of
becoming a Jew begins with the idle notion that his association with
Finkler and Sevcik might confer on him the status of an honorary Jew,
or even that their friendship might transform him, like the ‘human
chameleon’ Zelig, in Woody Allen’s film, into a Jew of their own stamp:
‘Treslove . . . loved it when Libor linked his arm in the street, feeling it
made a clever little wizened European Jew out of him’ (94). Once
again, under the guise of a philosemitic fondness, and through Jacobson’s characteristic use of third-person narration that takes on the language and perspective of the character whose thoughts it is describing,
Treslove has recourse to antisemitic stereotypes: to the notion that Jews
are ‘clever’ and ‘little’ (the latter term suggesting condescension, as
well as describing a physical attribute). It is this craving for intimate
knowledge of Jewishness that motivates him to begin an affair with
Tyler, Finkler’s wife, whom he mistakenly believes is Jewish – ‘[h]e had
to discover what it would be like to penetrate the moist dark womanly
mysteriousness of a Finkleress’ (75) – and later to embark on a relationship with Sevcik’s niece, Hephzibah Weizenbaum. Again, Treslove’s
conviction that there is a peculiar difference that attaches to Jewish
women – a difference that is both mystified and sexualised – exposes
troubling prejudices beneath the surface of his desire. In this context,
the nature of that desire – to penetrate – refers not just to the sexual
act, but to a metaphysical desire to plumb the depths of what he feels
to be a powerful otherness.
Both women understand that their fascination for Treslove has to
do with his preoccupation with Jewishness. For Tyler Finkler, who
dies of cancer before the action of the novel begins, this preoccupation is rooted in a homosocial friendship/rivalry that is a recurring
feature of Jacobson’s work, as we have seen. In their first post-coital
conversation, before Treslove tells her that she is ‘his first . . . Jewess’
and she disabuses him, she dismisses Treslove’s professions of love,
telling him ‘[t]hat was Sam you were doing it to . . . doing him or
doing him over, let’s not finesse here’ (76), and later assuring him
that she ‘know[s] the bizarre way masculine friendship works’; that
she is ‘a means for you two to work out your rivalry’ (117). Although
Treslove denies to Tyler that she is the conduit through which he
attains intimacy with Finkler, he does find himself wondering
‘whether following Finkler into his wife’s vagina was a pleasure in
itself’ (78–79) and also ‘whether Finkler had, in effect, koshered his
wife from the inside . . . so that he, Treslove, could believe he had as
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good as had a Jewess’ (79). Here, the mask of philosemitism slips –
whereas in the earlier passage expressing his abstract desire for a
Jewish woman, the hypothetical object of desire was referred to as a
‘Finkleress’, Finkler’s wife here is simply a ‘Jewess’, rendered so in
Treslove’s heated imagination by virtue of a perverse (and crude) process of sexual ‘koshering’, a paradoxical kind of purification by contamination. If the emphasis in these formulations on the female
genitalia as the site of vicarious male intimacy and of male possession and usurpation reinforces Tyler’s theory that Treslove’s desire
for her is a sublimated desire for her husband, then Treslove’s interest in Jewish male genitalia, specifically the ritual of circumcision, ‘a
subject to which he frequently return[s]’ (195) during his relationship
with Hephzibah, takes matters further.
Treslove first broaches the topic internally, vowing, in the euphoria
of deciding to move in with Hephzibah, to ‘study . . . be circumcised
. . . and make Finkler jokes’ (159) in order to entice her to marry him.
Here Treslove invokes versions of cultural Jewishness that have gained
popular currency – the ‘smart Jew’ and the ‘funny Jew’ – alongside the
notion of the Jew as physically (and theologically) defined by the ritual
of circumcision. Later, he asks Hephzibah explicitly if she is concerned by his uncircumcised state. She tells him that it is ‘immaterial’
to her, to which he responds, punningly, that it ‘isn’t exactly immaterial to me’, before embarking on extensive research on the topic, on
the basis that he needs to understand its meaning ‘if he was ever to get
to the bottom of who Finklers were and what they really wanted’ (199),
and debating with Finkler Maimonides’ theory that the purpose of
circumcision is to ‘limit sexual intercourse’ (201). Like Tyler before
her, Hephzibah is more amused than alarmed at Treslove’s Jew-obsession, but in time she feels the ‘strain [of ] being a representative of
your people to a man who had decided to idealise them’ (227) and also
begins to wonder if ‘his Jewish thing was really about . . . a search for
some identity that came with more inwrought despondency than he
could manufacture out of his own gene pool’, a desire to claim a part
of ‘the whole fucking Jewish catastrophe?’ (224). This might be interpreted as ‘victim envy’, a phenomenon that has manifested itself in
such disparate cases as Binjamin Wilkomirski’s appropriation of the
identity of a Holocaust survivor and Rachel Dolezal’s impersonation
of a black woman, but in Treslove’s case his over-identification with
Jews is the product of a profound ambivalence both towards Jewishness and towards himself.22
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The pivotal event in what is a characteristically uneventful novel
occurs early on when, after an evening spent with Finkler and Sevcik
at the latter’s house, Treslove, on his way home, pauses for a moment
to look into the window of a music shop and is mugged. During the
assault, his assailant shouts something at Treslove that he can’t quite
make out, but that sounds like ‘“You Jule”, or “You jewel” or “You
Ju!”’ (33). Reflecting compulsively on the incident, Treslove becomes
increasingly convinced that the words he heard were ‘You Jew’, denoting that his attacker had mistaken him for a Jew (though he never
considers the possible significance of the fact that ‘Ju’, the first syllable of his name, and ‘Jew’ are homonyms).
Treslove’s conviction is reinforced by a sexual encounter with Kimberley, an American woman whom he meets while attending a Jane
Austen-themed party, as a Colin Firth-as-Mr-Darcy lookalike (Jacobson
has satirical fun with this scenario, but the multi-layered simulation –
Finkler impersonating an actor who is impersonating a fictional
character – also has existential implications). Although she mistakes
him for Brad Pitt initially, ‘when she looked more closely into his face she
had seen someone else’, or rather a series of alternative celebrities:
Dustin Hoffmann . . . Adam Sandler . . . Billy Crystal. He had stopped
her there, but had she continued the list would in all likelihood . . . have
included David Schwimmer, Jerry Seinfeld, Jerry Springer, Ben Stiller,
David Duchovny, Kevin Kline, Jeff Goldblum, Woody Allen, Groucho
fucking Marx . . .
Fucking Finklers every one. (72)

Quite apart from the evident absurdity of the idea that Treslove might
be mistaken for all these different performers, given the radical difference in their ages and appearances, Treslove conveniently overlooks the fact that when Kimberley first guesses that he is supposed
to be Brad Pitt, it was ‘the third time that evening that Treslove . . .
had been taken for Brad Pitt’ (69). Moreover, the list of Jewish personalities that Treslove extrapolates from the initial trio of Hoffman,
Sandler and Crystal is both ludicrously arbitrary and peculiarly
pointed towards the tail end, as the last three names comprise an
actor (Jeff Goldblum) arguably best known for his appearance in the
David Cronenberg version of the horror film The Fly (1986), in which,
like Gregor Samsa, the protagonist is transformed into a monstrous
insect; a comedian (Groucho Marx) whose most famous aphorism is
the self-hating adage that he would never want to belong to a club
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that would admit him as a member; and another comic writer and
actor (Woody Allen) whose films include Zelig (1983), a parable about
assimilation and self-hatred in which the protagonist is a ‘human
chameleon’ who takes on the appearance and attributes of other
humans with whom he shares any proximity.
Towards the end of the novel Treslove is described in terms that
might easily be applied to Allen’s anti-hero: he ‘looked like everyone
and everybody but was in fact no one and nobody’, but whereas Leonard Zelig’s condition seems to be an allegory of the historical predicament of the ‘rootless cosmopolitan’ Jew – at home everywhere and
nowhere, determined to fit in and yet defined, by that very compulsion, as inalienably alien, finally unassimilable – Treslove seeks to
become Jewish in order to alleviate a maudlin, self-indulgent sense of
existential ennui, the belief that, ‘for someone as indeterminate as he
was’ life is ‘an absurd disgrace, to be exceeded in disgracefulness
only by death’ (290). Paradoxically, then, Treslove might be said most
closely to approach an authentic sense of Jewishness in his sense of
dislocation, his inability to feel authentically anyone or anything.
To his Jewish friends, however, Treslove’s desire to rebrand himself
as Jewish seems at best naive and sentimental, at worst opportunistic
and presumptuous. At one point, Sevcik tells Treslove that his interest
in Jewishness, and in his niece, is the result of his desire to access a
kind of vicarious martyrdom, to ‘throw [himself] into the flames’ (244)
as ‘a short cut to catastrophe’ (245), the first of these phrases suggesting a kind of martyrdom, as well as invoking the crematoria of the
death camps. Later in the same conversation, after Treslove confides
his suspicions that Hephzibah is cheating on him with Finkler, Sevcik
tells him that his fears are rooted in the belief that ‘they can’t stop
themselves because they are driven by an ungovernable sexual urge,
Jew to Jew’ and that he is an antisemite, before implicitly absolving
him of any blame by announcing that ‘[w]e’re all anti-Semites’ (249).23
This exchange uncannily echoes a scene in Emily Prager’s Eve’s Tattoo
(1992), another of those novels in which a Gentile mistakes herself for
a Jew. In this case, Eve, a Gentile journalist who has the numbers of
someone she believes to be a Jewish victim of the Holocaust inked onto
her forearm, denounces her former Jewish lover and his new girlfriend
(whom she presumes to be Jewish without any evidence) because of
sexual jealousy and is then told by a sympathetic camp survivor that
‘[a]ll Christians are antisemites’ while he himself is what he calls an
‘anti-Hamite’, a hater of Christians (Prager 1992: 145).
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Similarly, when Treslove tells Finkler that he thinks that his
(Treslove’s) mugger might have been motivated by antisemitism, his
old friend alleges that ‘there has always been some part of us you
have wanted’ (Jacobson 2010a: 67), an awkwardly ambiguous formulation that begs a number of questions. Does ‘wanted’ mean ‘wished
to possess’, ‘lacked’ or ‘desired’? Does ‘part’ refer to an abstraction –
some notional essence of Jewishness – or, more concretely, to a specific body part, namely the circumcised penis with which Treslove is
so obsessed? Certainly, Treslove fetishishes Jewishness, not just erotically, but in the sense of investing it with magical powers and in the
sense, to invoke Freud’s formulation again, that he is ‘able at one and
the same time to believe in his fantasy and to recognise that it is nothing but a fantasy’ (Freud 1950b: 199).
Treslove cherishes his fantasy of living a Jewish life with Hephzibah, a fantasy in which ‘they would walk together to the lake . . .
watch the herons, talk about Jews and Nature . . . and wait for Libor
to join them’, whereupon the two men would ‘stroll together arm in
arm . . . swapping anecdotes in a Yiddish in which Treslove would by
then have become wonderfully proficient’ (Jacobson 2010a: 295). Yet
the very terms in which he couches this pastoral vision reinforces the
sense that Jews are alien to him. He imagines enjoying nature with
Hephzibah but at the same time discussing with her the historical
Jewish indifference to the charms of the natural world, puzzling over
‘why the Bible was light on natural description’ (295). Similarly, the
scenario in which he converses fluently in Yiddish with Sevcik
invokes again the idea of the secret language of the Jews. The final
image that Treslove conjures up – ‘a demi-Eden’ in which he wanders, ‘a Jew on each arm and a Jew, of sorts, in the middle’ (295) –
exemplifies perfectly the ambivalence of his fetishisation of
Jewishness. Ostensibly a vision of perfect harmony, it is also tinged
with melancholy, and not just because it recalls the famous closing
lines of Milton’s Paradise Lost (1674) in which Adam and Eve, newly
exiled from paradise, ‘hand in hand, with wandering steps and slow/
Through Eden took their solitary way’ (2006: XII, 649–50). The fact
that he refers to his two imaginary companions not by their names
but generically, as Jews, and that he cannot imagine himself, even in
this utopian version of the future, as any more than ‘a Jew, of sorts’,
inhabiting a similarly qualified paradise, a ‘demi-Eden’, betrays his
own awareness that his fantasy ‘is nothing but a fantasy’ and that he
cannot bridge the gap between himself and his Jewish companions;
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that he will not ‘ever get to the bottom of the things Finklers did and
didn’t do’ (Jacobson 2010a: 40).
At times Treslove’s repressed recognition that he cannot move
beyond seeing Jews as Jews manifests itself in his projection onto
the Jewish other the perception of himself as an exotic other: the
conviction that the Jews in his life had always seen him as a ‘curiosity’, ‘a bit of a barbarian’ (261) or even ‘a jest . . . [t]he real McGoy’
(260); a phrase that, in the context of dialectical Jewish/Gentile relations, recalls Alex Portnoy’s masturbatory fantasy figure, Thereal
McCoy, in Portnoy’s Complaint (Roth 1969: 131). At other times, he
fears that he is guilty of ‘play[ing] the Finkler’ in order to partake of
their ‘proneness to disaster’ (80). Yet in spite of the novel’s pitiless,
tragicomical exposure of Treslove’s delusions and prejudices, The
Finkler Question finishes on a plangent note, with Hephzibah and
Finkler saying Kaddish for Sevcik (‘[a]s a non-Jew Treslove was not
permitted to recite the prayer for the dead’) and mourning at the
same time for Treslove himself, from whom they have both become
estranged, but whom, at the same time, they realise, they ‘never
really knew’ (306, 307). The similarities and differences between
this ending and that of Zadie Smith’s The Autograph Man (2002) are
instructive. Smith’s novel also finishes with the saying of Kaddish,
but in that case the protagonist, Alex Li-Tandem, a Chinese Jew, is
practically frog-marched by his Jewish friends to a cemetery in order
to say the prayer for his father, in contrast with the pointed exclusion
of Treslove from the ritual at which the man whom he regarded as a
surrogate father is mourned.
In her essay on The Finkler Question, Aída Bild argues that at the
close of the novel ‘the threat of anti-Semitism has not disappeared,
and yet, because comedy permeates the whole novel, we are not left
with a sense of failure or despair, but with the feeling that life should
be enjoyed, celebrated and affirmed’ (Bild 2013: 99), but this seems
to me to misjudge the tone of the book. The comedy in The Finkler
Question is dark rather than celebratory and it is difficult to reconcile
the notion that ‘life should be enjoyed . . . and affirmed’ with the
suicide of Sevcik, the most engaging character in the novel, who is
ultimately unable to see the point of life after the death of his wife.
This suicide casts a shadow over the whole novel, as does the sense
of a new wave of antisemitism in England, and in this sense The
Finkler Question anticipates what is undoubtedly Jacobson’s bleakest
novel, J.
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J (2014)
In common with most of Jacobson’s previous novels, nothing much
happens in the way of incident in J, the second of Jacobson’s novels to
be shortlisted for the Man Booker Prize. The novel centres on the relationship between two characters with odd-sounding names, Kevern
Cohen and Ailinn Solomons, who live in Port Reuben, a small fishing
village in what appears to be a near-future version of England.24 Their
courtship is disturbed by the fact that Kevern falls under suspicion for
the murder of a woman with whom he has a brief encounter shortly
before her death, and by their increasing suspicions that their romantic involvement with each other is somehow being orchestrated by
mysterious external forces. Eventually they get married and Ailinn
becomes pregnant but the novel ends with Kevern committing suicide
as an act of resistance to his conviction that he has been a pawn in a
game of social engineering, a scheme to reintroduce Jews into a society that has apparently attempted to eliminate them.
If it resembles his previous fiction in its relative lack of action, in
other respects J is atypical. It is one of Jacobson’s most postmodernist, most dialogical, most intertextual novels: a metafictional novel of
texts-within-texts, multiple voices and literary allusions. Its self-consciousness about its own status as a dystopian novel is signalled by
two apparently incidental details: the observation of Densdell Kroplik, the barber and amateur historian of the English fishing village in
which most of the action of J takes place, that ‘[w]e’ve lived through
the end of the world . . . This is the aftermath. This is the post-apocalypse’ (Jacobson 2014a: 214) and the narrator’s observation that as a
schoolboy Kevern had ‘read descriptions of the capital city, the
Necropolis’, written by ‘post-apocalyptic fantasists of a generation
before’ (131–32).25 There are references to Borges and Larkin (201), to
Shakespeare (the title of Book Four, ‘The Chimes at Midnight’, takes
its name from Orson Welles’ screen adaptation of Shakespeare’s second tetralogy of history plays, which itself takes the quotation from
2 Henry IV) (183), to Hitchcock’s The Birds (224) and of course to
Philip Roth (the title of Chapter 7 of Book Two is ‘Nussbaum
Unbound’, an allusion to Roth’s novel Zuckerman Unbound, which
itself borrows from Shelley’s poem ‘Prometheus Unbound’, which in
turn is a rewriting of Aeschylus’s play Prometheus Bound [223]). There
are also allusions to canonical Holocaust fiction, most notably when
Ailinn’s grandmother leaves Ailinn’s mother in a convent with a note
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saying that ‘she is more shawl than baby’ (266), invoking Cynthia
Ozick’s story ‘The Shawl’, in which the shawl is used to conceal the
presence of a baby and ultimately becomes a metonym for the child
itself. However, the most pervasive allusions in J are to Melville’s
novel Moby Dick (1851).
The pivotal event of J takes place before the narrative begins and its
very existence is contested. Although it is only ever referred to,
ambiguously, as ‘WHAT HAPPENED, IF IT HAPPENED’ (a phrase
whose provisionality is at odds with the emphatic quality granted by
its invariable capitalisation) and its nature is disclosed partially and
elliptically, it gradually emerges from the cumulative details that a
second holocaust of sorts has wiped out a significant percentage of
the Jewish population of the United Kingdom. As a consequence, the
government implements a programme called ‘Operation Ishmael’
which compels all citizens to take a Jewish surname (as well as similarly renaming places), in order to erase the stigma of difference and
disable any lingering antisemitism.26 Ailinn’s favourite book is Moby
Dick – one day she ‘wake[s] to the knowledge that [she is] the whale’
(70) – and the implicit analogy between Jews and the white whale is
reinforced by the epigraph to Book Two: ‘All that most maddens and
torments . . . all the subtle demonism of life and thought; all evil, to
crazy Ahab, were visibly personified and made practically assailable
in Moby Dick’ (153). When Kevern and Ailinn, on their return to Kevern’s cottage after a brief holiday in Necropolis, discover that his
home has been broken into in their absence, Kevern observes that
‘Ahab’s been’ (166).
On the face of it, Moby Dick, a mid-nineteenth-century American
novel set aboard a commercial whaling ship, is an odd intertext for an
English dystopian novel set in a future period of the twenty-first century. Yet Moby Dick offers Jacobson more than an analogy for antisemitism in Ahab’s irrational, obsessive hatred of the whale; it also
provides a model of formal audacity. Moby Dick is an extraordinarily
heterogeneous book, consisting not just of the main narrative in
which Ahab hunts down the whale but of essays on every conceivable
aspect of whaling, episodes written in the form of playscripts, rhetorical set-pieces, dramatic monologues and philosophical debates.
The main narrative of J is similarly interspersed with reports on
Kevern by Professor Edward Zermansky, a teacher of the ‘Benign
Visual Arts’ at the Bethesda Academy, where Kevern takes classes
(Jacobson 2014a: 29); excerpts from the diary and letters of Ailinn’s
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grandmother, Rebecca, a Jew who marries a Christian minister to her
parents’ dismay; and from an unpublished manuscript, ‘A Crazy Person’s History of Defilement, for Use in Schools’, authored by Kevern’s
grandmother, as well as a number of other paratexts – fables, accounts
of pogroms – whose provenance is unclear.
If J is more complex, formally, than any of Jacobson’s earlier novels, and a move into uncharted territory, generically, as a novel set in
a dystopian future, its central conceit – that a second holocaust has
occurred and been erased from the historical record, as a result of
which the letter J itself has become taboo – would not have been altogether unexpected to those familiar with his previous work. There is
a moment, at the end of an interview with Tablet magazine, when
Jacobson exclaims that it would be a good idea to ‘do it [explore the
enigma of enduring antisemitism in England] the Philip Roth way,
you know one of those good Roth novels in which he goes bad. The
Plot against America. The Plot against England and set it forward – hey,
you’ve given me an idea!’ (Jacobson 2010i). If this seems to mark the
particular originary moment of the idea for J, its roots can be traced
back to Jacobson’s earlier work. Henry Nagel, the protagonist of The
Making of Henry, finds as a schoolboy that ‘Jew talk embarrassed him’
and inverts the letters of the noun to defuse its charge: ‘Wej talk was
different. Back slang the fact of your being a Jew and you did something with it. Joking was fine. Otherwise leave it’ (Jacobson 2005a:
147).27 As an adult, Henry thinks that ‘every J should keep the J word
somewhere about his person’ (294). In Kalooki Nights, the father of
the protagonist, Max Glickman, having spent years ‘thinking up ways
to make Jewishness less of a burden to Jews. J/J = j’, decides to ‘ditch
the J-word as a denomination of suffering altogether’ (Jacobson
2006a: 7, 18). Embarking on The Act of Love, Jacobson told an interviewer, he ‘nearly set about writing the novel without using any word
containing the letter “J”’ (Florence 2008). In The Finkler Question, as
we have seen, the name Finkler itself is adopted as a sort of euphemism for ‘Jew’ by Treslove, in an attempt to remove the ‘stigma’ that
he feels attaches to it. Additionally, Finkler becomes involved, and
subsequently disillusioned, with a group of Jews critical of Israel who
style themselves ASH (an abbreviation of Ashamed Jews), of whom
the narrator observes that ‘it wasn’t the J word but the Z word [Zionist] of which they were ashamed’ (Jacobson 2010a: 137). Yet The Finkler Question also contains a grim prophecy that implicitly dissolves
the distinction between the J-word and the Z-word and clearly
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anticipates J: ‘He [Treslove] thought there would be no settling this
[the ongoing problem of antisemitism] until there’d been another
Holocaust’ (267).
Jacobson’s novel is not the first to imagine another version of the
Holocaust – his namesake, Dan Jacobson, did so brilliantly in The
God-Fearer (1992), which takes place in a world in which the (implicitly) Jewish majority persecute the ‘Christer’ minority – and J might
also owe something to another work of alternative history by another
British Jewish writer, George Steiner. Best known for his criticism,
Steiner also published fiction and in his novel The Portage to San Cristobal of A.H. ( 1981), he imagines that Adolf Hitler has secretly survived the war and has been hiding in the jungle. After he is tracked
down by Liebermann, a Nazi-hunter, he is put on trial then and there
for genocide. In a rhetorical tour de force, which controversially
echoed ideas that Steiner had mooted in his own work,28 Steiner’s
Hitler argues that the implacable nature of the Jewish God provoked
an inevitable backlash from Gentiles who resented being made to
feel guilty as a result of their failure to satisfy Yahweh’s exacting
moral standards. This argument is rehearsed – and deconstructed –
in Jacobson’s essay ‘Will we ever be forgiven for the Holocaust?’, later
released as an e-book, When Will the Jews Be Forgiven for the Holocaust? (Jacobson 2013d and 2015a).29 However, it also underpins J
and appears, implicitly, in the form of one of the books that Esme
gives Ailinn to educate her, albeit obliquely, about Jewish history: ‘It
was her forbears’ austerity of conscience, according to one writer,
that had always troubled humanity and explained the hostility they
encountered wherever they went . . . [t]hey set too high a standard’
(Jacobson 2014a: 312). There is also perhaps an echo of Bryan
Cheyette’s thesis in Constructions of ‘The Jew’ in English Literature and
Society: Racial Representations, 1875–1945 (1993) that the antisemitism
of modernist figures such as Pound and Eliot originated in their ‘horror of becoming “semitically indistinct”’ and to ‘a repressed identification with “the Jew”’, respectively (Cheyette 1993: 272, 271). In order
to ‘restore the country’s equipoise of hate’, argues Esme Nussbaum,
the architect of a scheme to reintroduce Jews to Britain for that purpose, ‘[y]ou have to see a version of yourself – where you’ve come
from or where you might, if you’re not careful, end up – before you
can do the cheek-to-cheek of hate’ (Jacobson 2014a: 251). Nussbaum’s
repurposing of the phrase ‘cheek-to-cheek’, ordinarily used in the
context of amorous rather than hostile intimacy (as in the Fred
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Astaire song from the musical Top Hat), emphasises the way in which
the history of antisemitism has been bound up with profoundly
ambivalent feelings on the part of its perpetrators.
In addition to these possible sources, there are also precedents for
the scenario that Jacobson imagines in two of Philip Roth’s novels:
The Counterlife and Operation Shylock. In the second chapter of the
former, ‘Judea’, the fanatical militant Zionist settler Mordecai Lippman predicts that there will be ‘a second Holocaust’ in the United
States if American Jews don’t emigrate to Israel, while in the following chapter, ‘Aloft’, Jimmy Ben-Joseph, a Jewish terrorist, hijacks an
El-Al flight and demands the ‘immediate closing and dismantling of
Yad Vashem’ (Israel’s Holocaust Remembrance Museum), insisting
in his mini-manifesto, headed ‘FORGET REMEMBERING’: ‘Never
must we utter the name “Nazi” again’ (Roth 1987: 169). For Jimmy,
the continued survival of the Jewish people depends on its willingness to jettison the conventional pieties attending Holocaust remembrance, an idea that is also entertained in Kalooki Nights, whose
narrator asks: ‘which is the true freedom – saying never again in the
hope that never again, or never again saying never again?’ (Jacobson
2006a: 119). Jimmy’s conviction seems to have been borne out by the
events that lie behind J, at least as interpreted by Zermansky, the
author of regular secret reports on Kevern whose purpose appears to
be to diagnose the extent to which his art, and temperament, demonstrate signs of his genetic Jewish inheritance, of which he is unaware.
Zermansky is hardly the most reliable of commentators – he is
pompous, self-regarding, officious and tedious – but his analysis of
‘WHAT HAPPENED, IF IT HAPPENED’ is notable for its echoes of
the theories of Jimmy:
In the bad old days, ‘never forget’ was a guiding maxim . . . but this led
first to wholesale neuroticism and impotence and then, as was surely
inevitable, to the great falling-out, if there was one. Rather than go on
perpetuating the neurasthenic concept of victimisation . . . the never-forgetters would have done better carving ‘I Forgive You’ on their stones. In
return for which, we might have forgiven them. (Jacobson 2014a: 35)

It is also echoed, with dark irony, in one of Rebecca’s letters, in which
she breezily dismisses her parents’ fears of another antisemitic conflagration by referring to her father as ‘honorary chair of the Never
Again league’, to which her father responds by calling her ‘life president of the “It Couldn’t Happen Here Society”’ (207).30
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Jimmy Ben-Joseph’s perversion of the familiar mantra ‘Never
again’ is echoed in the equally fanatical, rather lengthier manifesto
issued by Moishe Pipik (Moses Bellybutton if translated into English),
the comical Yiddish nickname given by the protagonist Roth to his
impersonator in Operation Shylock. Whereas Jimmy believes that
erasing all memory of the Holocaust is the only way to end ‘forty
years’ of wandering ‘in the wilderness of our great grief’ (Roth 1987:
169), Pipik envisions another kind of redemptive reversal of history,
advocating the adoption of a policy he calls Diasporism, in which
Holocaust survivors would return to their wartime homes in Europe,
reintegrating into the societies that had persecuted them in order to
facilitate forgiveness and atonement. Jimmy is clearly unhinged and
Pipik’s philosophy – exemplified by the ‘Anti-Semites Anonymous’
group, complete with twelve-step recovery programme – is certainly
provocative, probably perverse and possibly absurd. Yet as thought
experiments about the long-term consequences of the Holocaust and
the troubling tenacity of antisemitism their views are valuable, a
value that is enhanced rather than undermined by their strangeness.
Whereas this strangeness constitutes only one aspect of Roth’s
Israel novels, it manifests itself in every aspect of J, beginning with
its enigmatic title.31 It refers to the ‘J-word’, ‘Jew’, a word which never
appears in the novel and yet whose absence is a kind of oppressive
omnipresence, and to the self-censoring practice of Kevern’s father,
who always ‘put two fingers across his mouth, like a tramp sucking a
cigarette butt he’d found in a rubbish bin’ in order ‘to stifle the letter
j before it left his lips’ (Jacobson 2014a: 6). This simile is appropriately ambiguous. On the one hand, the image of the tramp with the
butt might suggest the savouring of a treat not easily accessed, the
butt perhaps prompting memories of former times when cigarettes
might have been more readily available. On the other hand, it might
suggest desperation – a futile attempt to derive some satisfaction
from bitter discarded fag-ends that have been recovered from rubbish – and the tramp might be sampling it furtively, shamefully, gingerly. This ambiguity extends to the way in which the censored
version of the letter J is rendered in the novel: with two lines through
it. This is a way of expressing typographically its taboo nature but
paradoxically it draws attention to itself on the page, its novelty and
conspicuousness implicitly undermining the agenda promoted by
Ofnow, the ‘non-statutory monitor of the public mood’, whose purpose is to keep everything as anodyne as possible (16). To facilitate
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this pacific programme, it prohibits not only Jewishness but also
other j-words such as jazz and jokes (in this context it is perhaps
worth remembering that Jacobson is also a j-word), while promoting
proverbial platitudes such as ‘THE OVEREXAMINED LIFE IS NOT
WORTH LIVING’ and ‘YESTERDAY IS A LESSON WE CAN LEARN
ONLY BY LOOKING TO TOMORROW’ (85, capitals in original).
Banal though these statements are, they recall the insidious inversions of Big Brother’s slogans (‘War is Peace. Freedom Is Slavery. Ignorance is Strength’) from George Orwell’s 1984 (1949) and are designed
to reinforce a collective amnesia that erases the horror of the second
holocaust that appears to have taken place in the recent past. Just as
the title of J invokes this censorship through the suppression of its
missing letters, so the novel as a whole discloses the historical revisionism at its heart obliquely, by suggestion and association.
J begins with a fable, entitled ‘Argument’, in which a wolf and a
tarantula debate who is the more successful hunter. The wolf wins
their wager but only by consuming all his proximate potential prey so
that ultimately he has to eat his own family to survive, after which, he
confesses, ‘I will have no option but to eat myself’ (vii). Initially
engimatic, when read retrospectively the wolf seems to represent the
Gentile community in J, whose success in eradicating Jews has the
unintended consequence of setting themselves against each other.
The implication seems to be that without the Jews as scapegoats, on
whom any festering resentments can be blamed, the Gentile world
would gradually destroy itself, an idea which again echoes George
Steiner, who, in In Bluebeard’s Castle, argued that the Holocaust
‘enacted a suicidal impulse in Western civilization’ (Steiner 1971: 46).
In J Esme Nussbaum, ‘an intelligent and enthusiastic thirty-two-yearold researcher employed by Ofnow, the non-statutory monitor of the
Public Mood’, produces a report detailing the ‘emergence of a new
and vicious quarrelsomeness in the home, in the workplace, on our
roads and even on the playing fields’ (17) and expresses her concern
to her boss that ‘we will find ourselves repeating the mistakes that led
to WHAT HAPPENED, IF IT HAPPENED . . . Only this time it will
not be on others that we vent our anger and mistrust’ (18). It is as the
result of her research that she sets up Kevern and Ailinn (whose confidante she becomes and with whom she supplies the letters of her
Jewish convert grandmother, Rebecca), with the implicit aim of promoting a union which will lead to the re-establishment of a Jewish
community that will act as a lightning-rod for the violent tendencies

Downloaded from manchesterhive.com © Copyright protected
it is illegal to copy or distribute this document

178

Howard Jacobson

of her countrymen. Although it is in one sense a reversal of the government’s prior policy of erasing (the perception of) racial difference
by imposing Jewish names on all its citizens in order to forestall any
recurrence of genocidal violence – a policy based on the rationale that
‘Blood needed to be thinned not thickened if there was to be none of
that dense, overpopulated insalubriousness that had been the cause
of discord’ (49) – it is, in another sense, simply the other side of the
same coin of genetic engineering. Just as the terms ‘insalubriousness’ and ‘discord’ are euphemisms designed to gloss over the horrors of ‘WHAT HAPPENED, IF IT HAPPENED’ – itself the ne plus
ultra of equivocation and vagueness – so Esme’s reference to ‘mistakes’
and ‘others’ implicates her in the bureaucratic evasion of responsibility for the campaign against the Jews.
Much later in the novel there is another fable, ‘The Allegory of the
Frog’. This relates the tale of a frog who, after being ‘thrown into a
pan of boiling water’, jumps out, exclaiming ‘What do you take me
for? . . . Some kind of a schlemiel?’ (211). The next day, however, the
frog is ‘lowered gently, even lovingly, into a pan of lukewarm water’
before gradually being boiled alive, all the while ‘blissfully unaware’
of his fate (211). Here the frog seems to represent the Jews of England,
for whom the danger of impending extinction is masked by the incremental progress of the campaign against them, or perhaps it represents more specifically Kevern and Ailinn, who only gradually
become aware of the way in which they are being manipulated by the
state. It also seems to anticipate Zermansky’s (unwittingly) ironic
tribute to ‘my fellow professionals . . . without whom the campaign
to drive them [the Jews] from the face of the earth, to make of them
vagabonds and fugitives, a pariah people cursed in every mouth,
would not have been conducted in so civilised a manner’ (88), which
in turn seems to echo Hannah Arendt’s notion of the banality of evil,
as exemplified in Adolf Eichmann’s slavish bureaucratic implementation of genocidal policy.32
This campaign seems to have been characterised by certain landmark events that resemble some of the notorious events of the Nazi
Holocaust. The title of Chapter 2, ‘Twitternacht’ (122), clearly echoes
Kristallnacht, and is directly preceded by an untitled passage whose
provenance is unclear, but which seems to be either a vision of a historical atrocity, or the memory of an eyewitness of ‘Twitternacht’. The
passage begins with an unidentified ‘he’ hearing something that
‘sounded like singing’ and ‘smell[ing] burning’; he then sees a young
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boy ‘falling from a high wall’ behind which flames illuminate a
‘charred sky’, accompanied by a chant whose final word he can’t
make out: ‘Down with the enemies of – !’ (28). The sequel to this
episode appears directly before Chapter 9:
Glass shatters . . . The smashing mania, the shattering of every window
in the land. After all the fires, all the beheadings . . . the frenzy to kill
has not abated. Only now it has become centralised . . . They were
always going to be put aboard this train. There are some among their
fellow passengers for whom the train is a relief now that they are finally
on it. (122)

Taken together, these uncontextualised, unattributed texts hint at a
familiar history. What begins as a series of pogroms, tolerated and
possibly sponsored by the state, becomes a systematic, bureaucratically organised, genocidal programme. The account of the young boy
falling from the tower of a keep recalls the notorious massacre at
Clifford’s Tower in 1190, in which the Jews of York were trapped
inside a tower, after initially seeking refuge there from a wave of
antisemitic attacks. Besieged by a mob of townspeople abetted by soldiers, the Jews took their own lives, setting fire to the timber tower.33
The second passage begins by invoking Kristallnacht, which is so
called because of the smashing of the glass of Jewish homes and
businesses in Nazi Germany in 1938, and ends by making an implicit
connection between the trains that transported Jews to the death
camps during the Second World War and the trains on which these
English Jews find themselves. On the one hand, there is a sense that
these events are symbolic rather than specific: both episodes have a
hallucinatory quality to them and are located neither chronologically
nor geographically, and the ‘mania’ and ‘frenzy’ of the anonymous
perpetrators, with their indistinct cries of bloodlust, seem redolent of
murderous mobs in general. On the other hand, the references to
trains, the shattering of glass, and the smell of burning bodies carry
clear resonances of the Holocaust and the observation that the victims ‘were always going to be put aboard this train’ suggests that this
is an inevitable process, the outcome of a predetermined historical
pattern of cause and effect.
These tensions between ostensibly factual documents (journal entries,
reports, letters, unpublished autobiographical manuscripts) and
explicitly fictional parables – between the concrete and the abstract,
the realistic and the fantastic, the familiar and the unfamiliar – are
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what animate J and make its revelations seem, as in all the best fiction, both startling and inexorable. Just before the final volume of the
novel (‘Book Three’) there is a text, written in the same fonts as the
earlier accounts of the conflagration at the keep and of the events of
Twitternacht, that is identified as having been taken ‘From an unwritten letter by Ailinn’s great-grandfather Wolfie Lestchinsky to his daughter
Rebecca’ (292). Whether this implies that these earlier documents
were also authored by Lestchinsky is unclear, but what is clear is that
it contains a diagnosis, and prognosis, of antisemitism as a disease
that cannot be eradicated but will aways recur when the conditions
are right:
What will it take? The same as it has always taken. The application of a
spiritual calumny . . . to economic instability, inflamed nationalism, an
unemployed and malleable populace . . . the pertinaciousness of old
libels . . . (292)

Although this letter appears to have been composed mentally in
response to Rebecca’s naive conviction that ‘[w]e have been accepted
and are ready to join everybody else now’ (209), and in anticipation
of the second holocaust in which he and his wife perish, it also functions as a prophecy of future eruptions of genocidal violence.
Much of the power of J derives from the way in which it mimics
the stealthy progress of antisemitism itself and traces the similarly
gradual progress of Kevern from a position of complacency, or at least
resignation, to recognition, outrage and finally defiance. At the start
of the novel, Kevern ‘was not happy, but he was as happy here in his
unhappiness, he accepted, as he was ever going to be’ (11), a phrase
whose caveats and qualifications make it almost self-cancelling. He is
initially troubled by a sense of undefined, inherited difference – ‘it
worried him that he might have sounded like his father, lisping and
slithering in another language’ (7) – and later by his father’s transmission of his own mother’s mantra: ‘Disgust destroys you’ (62).
Kevern’s internalised prejudice (his fears about ‘lisping and slithering’
echo antisemitic representations of Jews in authors such as Dickens
and Disraeli), a species of self-disgust, is both echoed and challenged
by his grandmother’s enigmatic warning: ‘Could it have been that she
wasn’t a woman who felt disgust . . . but a woman who inspired it?’ (63).34
As he discovers more about his past and about WHAT HAPPENED,
IF IT HAPPENED, an obscure feeling of alienation – that ‘the village
of Port Reuben, in which his papers certified he’d been born, had
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always been rejecting him like an organ it didn’t need’ (267) – crystallises into a conviction of intractable otherness, a suspicion that ‘we
look like [vermin] to them’ (298).
Even as the language of the novel, and Kevern’s own understanding of the poisonous legacy of antisemitism, become more explicit,
that word, along with ‘Holocaust’ and of course the J-word, remain
unspoken and unwritten. Instead, the horror of WHAT HAPPENED,
IF IT HAPPENED is suggested by the responses to it, from the emergence of a black market in ‘souvenir passports of those who hadn’t
got away . . . belts and badges worn by the hate gangs of the time,
incitement posters, pennants, cartoons, signed confessions’ (131), to
Detective Inspector Gutkind’s denial that any atrocities took place: ‘If
there’d been a massacre where were the bodies? Where were the pits,
the evidence of funeral pyres and gallow trees, where the photographs or other recorded proof of burned-out houses, streets, entire
suburbs?’ (219). As these passages satirising the commodification
and fetishisation of Holocaust memorabilia and the sophistical arguments of Holocaust ‘revisionists’, respectively, make clear, J, like all
dystopian fictions, offers an oblique commentary on contemporary
culture. At times this commentary becomes pointedly topical, as when
Rozenwyn Feigenblat, a librarian, tells Kevern that during WHAT
HAPPENED, IF IT HAPPENED ice-cream vans with the slogan ‘Leave
Now or Face Arrest’ were sent round the country (198), an episode
that clearly echoes the notorious advertising campaign of 2013 organised by Theresa May during her time as Home Secretary, in which
vans with the slogan ‘Go Home, or Face Arrest’ were sent to areas
with large immigrant communities.
Just as these threats signalled the gradual escalation of hostility
and presaged more violent measures, so the attempts of the contemporary regime to influence intellectual interests and to police popular
taste appear at first to be understated – ‘libraries put gentle obstacles
in the way of research’ (5) rather than burning books, jazz is not
‘banned exactly’ but rather ‘[e]ncouraged to fall into desuetude’ (13) –
but are symptomatic of more radical repression. As the novel proceeds, it emerges that, in the post-WHAT HAPPENED, IF IT
HAPPENED era, as Zermansky puts it, unaware of the Helleresque
irony, ‘[t]his is a free society, so long as you don’t plan to travel’ (85),
and that any ‘unambiguous depravity of taste [in art] has to be
reported’ (283), as Zermansky does with Kevern’s art and that of his
mother, which includes a sketch of ‘a child looking out of the barred
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window of a train, figures huddled in fear’ (268). These measures
recall, respectively, the restrictions on movement and the denunciation of ‘degenerate art’ in Nazi Germany, but the general atmosphere
of paranoia and distrust, and the omnipresence of surveillance, with
neighbours routinely spying and informing on one another, seems if
anything more reminiscent of the German Democratic Republic.
Ultimately, as with so much of Jacobson’s work, ethical values are
inextricable from, and manifested in, competing discourses. The banal
platitudes and slippery linguistic evasions of the state – most conspicuous in WHAT HAPPENED, IF IT HAPPENED and the tortuous equivocations that attend any (non-)discussion of it, such as
Esme Nussbaum’s assertion that ‘just as there is no blame to be
apportioned, so there are no amends to be made, were amends appropriate and were there any way of making them’ (18) – are contrasted
with the ‘complex, warring sentences’, the ‘paradox and bitterness
and laceration’ and ‘endless disputation’ (305) associated by an anonymous senior official from Ofnow with Jewish art. As a modest Jewish artist himself – he specialises in carving wooden lovespoons but
also paints and draws – Kevern refuses to make himself complicit in
a ‘mission to repeat what should never be repeated’ (326), the implication being that repopulating the British isles with Jews would lead
inevitably to (yet) another holocaust.35 In a self-conscious echo, and
refutation, of the phrase that resounds throughout the novel, its narrator uses free indirect discourse to report Kevern’s conviction that
‘[w]hat happened didn’t always happen because you wanted it to, but
what you made of it was your responsibility’ (327). It is the final irony
of the novel – irony being another concept of which, according to
Zermansky, the Jews ‘were overfond’ (32) – that its final act is one of
singular self-extinction, with the aim of preventing mass murder.
Shylock is My Name (2016)
Like J, Shylock is My Name was something of a departure for Jacobson
and at the same time a reprise of previous preoccupations. Jacobson’s
first book was Shakespeare’s Magnanimity, a fact which is recalled by
the dedication of Shylock is My Name to Wilbur Sanders, the co-author
of that early scholarly work. Shakespeare’s influence on Jacobson’s
fiction, too, has always been pervasive: his prose is crammed with
Shakespearean references and allusions, to the extent that it sometimes feels compulsive, not so much a stylistic tic as a form of literary
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compulsion. In this novel, for example, in addition to innumerable
allusions to, and direct quotations from, The Merchant of Venice, there
are quotations from Hamlet,36 Othello,37 King Lear38 and Twelfth Night.39
Furthermore, Shylock is My Name is not a conventional novel but
more of a hybrid text: as Tim Martin put it in his review, it is ‘[p]art
remake, part satire and part symposium’ (Martin 2016).
Yet, as Jacobson notes in the acknowledgements at the end of the
novel, the origins of this novel were ‘like no other’ since it was commissioned as part of a series of rewritings of Shakespeare plays
published by the Hogarth Press.40 The acknowledgements conclude with a list of the books Jacobson cites as having found ‘invaluable’ while revisiting The Merchant of Venice: these include another
retelling of Shakespeare’s play by Arnold Wesker, a fellow British
Jewish writer, and, right at the end of the list, Philip Roth’s The
Counterlife. The presence of Roth’s novel ought, in one sense, to be
no surprise, since I have already noted its influence on other works
by Jacobson. Yet it is surprising, on two grounds: firstly, because for
Jacobson to acknowledge explicitly a debt to Roth in this way is,
even in the context of the trajectory I traced at the start of this chapter, a remarkable rejection of his early-career refutations of the
Roth connection; and secondly, because its presence highlights the
absence of the Roth novel that one might have expected to see here,
Operation Shylock.
The connections between Operation Shylock and Shakespeare’s
play are not immediately obvious. Notwithstanding its title (which
refers to a secret Mossad operation supposedly undertaken by the
narrator, with the code words ‘Three thousand ducats’), Roth’s novel
is certainly not in any sense a rewriting of The Merchant of Venice and
in fact its central conceit – the doubling of the protagonist, Philip
Roth, by an impersonator – owes more to The Comedy of Errors than
to the later comedy. Yet there is a trial at the centre of the novel – that
of John Demjanjuk, who was accused of being Ivan the Terrible, the
notorious perpetrator of horrific war crimes at Treblinka – which provides an inverted echo of Shylock’s trial in The Merchant of Venice.
Whereas in Shakespeare’s play a Jewish defendant is tried by a Christian state for seeking the death of one of its Christian citizens, in
Roth’s novel a Jewish state tries a Christian man for allegedly participating in the mass murder of Jews. More importantly, the novel contains a lengthy lecture on the role of Shylock in the history of
antisemitism, delivered by David Supposnik, a former Shin Bet agent
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turned antiquarian bookseller. Supposnik argues that ‘[i]n the modern world, the Jew has been perpetually on trial’ and that ‘this trial
which never ends, begins with the trial of Shylock’ (Roth 1993: 274);
that representations of Shylock ‘as a wronged Jew rightfully vengeful’
constitute ‘a vulgar sentimental offense not only against the genuine
abhorrence of the Jew that animated Shakespeare and his era but to
the long illustrious chronicle of European Jew-baiting’ (275); and that
the stage direction ‘Exit Jew’, after ‘Shylock has been robbed of his
daughter, stripped of his wealth, and compelled to convert’, anticipates
‘the Hitlerian dream of a Judenrein Europe’ (276).
Shylock is My Name grapples with all these issues, but whereas
Supposnik is convinced that Shakespeare harboured a ‘genuine
abhorrence of the Jew’, Strulovitch imagines that Shakespeare might
have had Jewish ancestry himself. Far from spreading what he calls
‘the ancient stain’ (Jacobson 2016a: 15) of antisemitism, and so ultimately facilitating the Holocaust, Strulovitch speculates that Shakespeare might have conjured up Shylock as a way of recuperating a
Jewish heritage that the ‘Sh’ at the start of his own name might have
both hinted at and occulted, and as a way of restoring a virtual Jewish
presence to the otherwise ‘Judenfrei Elizabeth England’ (8), the deliberately anachronistic use of the Nazi term perhaps suggesting a
rebuttal of Supposnik’s similarly ahistorical allegations. However, the
main debt that Jacobson’s novel owes to Roth’s is arguably not thematic but structural: the doubling of ‘Philip Roth’ in Operation Shylock
is mirrored in Shylock is My Name, in which Shylock and Strulovitch
are doppelgängers, or at least secret sharers.
The connections between the two men are evident from the start:
they meet in a cemetery, where they are both mourning Leahs – in
Strulovitch’s case his mother, in Shylock’s his wife; they both have
daughters who elope with Gentile men who are not gentlemen; they
both become embroiled in a conflict with professional rivals which
escalates into a feud and leads to a trial of sorts.41 Rather than slavishly following Shakespeare’s plot, Jacobson playfully subverts it.
Instead of creating characters who correspond precisely to the dramatis personae of The Merchant of Venice, Jacobson conflates certain
characters: for example D’Anton, Strulovitch’s antagonist, fulfils the
role not just of Antonio but also Balthazar, faithful servant to Portia,
while Gratan Howsome is an amalgamation of Lorenzo and Gratiano. In other cases, such as the extravagantly named wealthy heiress Anna Livia Plurabelle Cleopatra a Thing of Beauty is a Joy Forever
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Christine Shalcross (Plury, for short) who owns a ‘Porsche Carrera’
(22), the brand-name of the car that is a homophone for the heroine
of The Merchant of Venice, characters in the novel are modern-day
counterparts of their originals. Yet the relationship between Shylock
and Strulovitch is more complex and ambiguous: rather than standing in for Shylock, Strulovitch co-exists with him. Whether Shylock is
a ghost, a revenant, a version of the Wandering Jew, or a golem of
sorts, born of Strulovitch’s imagination, is never entirely clear.42 Nor
is it clear whether Strulovitch is doomed to reprise Shylock’s fate or
overturn it: to redeem, rehabilitate, vindicate or deviate from his avatar, whose avatar he also is.
The heart of the novel is in the long conversations that Strulovitch
and Shylock have about the nature of Jewishness, antisemitism, art
and literature. These conversations sometimes invoke Roth explicitly,
as when Shylock tells Strulovitch that he is reading to his dead wife
from Portnoy’s Complaint since ‘she [Leah] is disposed to laugh’ (66)
or when Shylock recommends that his friend read ‘the one where
Roth lets the anti-circumcisionists have it with both barrels’, arguing
that ‘it was conceived to refute the pastoral’ (135).43 When Strulovitch
asks ‘What in God’s name does refuting the pastoral mean?’, Shylock
responds with a question, albeit one without a question mark: ‘You
ask me that! You who venture into your own garden as though it’s
snake-infested’ (136). This exchange is slyly self-reflexive, of course,
since much of Jacobson’s oeuvre, as I suggested in the first chapter,
can be read as a comical refutation of the pastoral. It also initiates one
of the key strands of the plot. Dismayed that his daughter has taken
up (and taken off) with Gratan Howsome, a professional footballer
and ‘hyper-possessive uneducated uber-goy’ (107), a shaygets who
‘couldn’t even think one thing at a time’ (206), Strulovitch decides
that he will bless their union on condition that Howsome convert to
Judaism, specifically that he undergo circumcision – and this corresponds to Shylock’s demand for the pound of flesh from Antonio in
Shakespeare’s play.
Later, Strulovitch reflects on this conversation, asking himself
‘Were Roth and Shylock and the other Jewish sages right, was circumcision an act of the highest human responsibility, a badge not of
backwardness but enlightenment?’ (144). Notwithstanding the irony
of referring to Roth – for so long the scourge of, and the subject of
condemnation by, the Jewish establishment – as a source of ancient
wisdom and defender of the faith, in apposition with ‘other Jewish
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sages’, it is Shylock’s intervention, and his invocation of Roth, which
transforms the subject of circumcision from the punchline to a joke
to the engine of a potentially tragic conflict. This shift in tone reflects
the movement of the novel itself, which, like Shakespeare’s play,
begins with gentle melancholy before lurching towards bitterness
and finishing on a note of uneasy reconciliation.
Early in the novel, there a number of comical references to circumcision. In a satirical scene reminiscent of Jacobson’s first novels,
Strulovitch, while an undergraduate at Oxford, ‘slaloming through
the world’s religions’, encounters a psychiatrist ‘whose field of specialism was circumcision trauma within the family’ who informs
him that the tendency of Jewish mothers to ‘mollycoddle their sons’
is the result of an attempt to ‘expiate’ their guilt at having allowed
‘blood to be spilled’ (13), recalling the passage from The Mighty Walzer
that I discussed earlier in this chapter. On their honeymoon in Venice, Strulovitch tells his first wife, Ophelia-Jane, a ‘Jew-mad Christian’
(9) who had married him ‘to get close to the tragic experience of the
Hebrews’ (10), a Jewish joke whose punchline invokes circumcision.
However, the joke has serious consequences. It exposes the fact that,
as is invariably the case, Ophelia-Jane’s philosemitism is simply
another version of antisemitism: she implores Strulovitch to tell ‘no
more jokes about your thing’, enunciating the word as though ‘it were
an importunate advance from a foul-smelling stranger’ (12). Invoking one of the staples of medieval antisemitism – the myth of the
foetor Judaicus44 – in this context implicitly connects circumcision
with the history of Judeophobia. Later, Shylock reinforces the connection, suggesting that the practice of circumcision has contributed to
the evolution of antisemitism: ‘they used to believe we bled like
women, then they accused us of castrating Christian children . . . It’s
a mix of ignorance and dread that goes back to circumcision. If we
would do that to ourselves, what might we not do to them?’ (69). He
also suggests the threat of forcible circumcision was implied in the
words he uses in Shakespeare’s play to dictate the terms of his loan
to Antonio: ‘it is salacious to talk of taking flesh from whatever part
of him pleases him, as though it is a sexual act and my fleshly pleasure is contingent on it’ (150). Here, as elsewhere in the novel, Shylock becomes an astute critic of the play in which he appears, and his
close reading of his own speech prompts Strulovitch to make explicit
in his contract with Howsome and D’Anton the sexual subtext of The
Merchant of Venice.
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Any contemporary rewriting of a Shakespeare play is also implicitly
a (re)reading of its source, but Shylock is My Name also engages explicitly, and in detail, with a number of the most controversial features of
Shakespeare’s play. For example, it features a compelling defence of
Shylock’s infamous exclamation ‘My ducats, my daughter’, which has
conventionally been interpreted as evidence that he is as distressed by
the theft of the former as by the elopement of the latter: ‘in the outrage
of loss, objects and people lose their delineation. The robbed commonly speak of violation, feeling the theft of things as keenly as an
attack on their person’ (52–53). The word ‘violation’ is particularly resonant in the context of a play in which Shylock is stripped of all his
rights, possessions and faith, and in the context of a novel in which
Strulovitch, in revenge for what he sees as the violation of his daughter (she is only fifteen when Gratan begins an affair with her), threatens to violate Gratan’s person – and D’Anton’s, since he offers to
forfeit his foreskin in lieu of Gratan’s if the latter fails to honour his
contract with Strulovitch. The phrase ‘attack on their person’ also
seems to allude to Antonio’s ambiguous expression of friendship for
Bassanio (Barnaby in Jacobson’s novel), a line that is pointedly paraphrased in Shylock is My Name: ‘His purse, his person, his extremest
means, lay all unlocked to his young friend’s occasions’ (132). The
word ‘unlocked’, in turn, returns us to the idea of theft – to Shylock’s
name, to his vain attempts to protect himself and his household, in
locking his doors and attempting to lock away his daughter – and to
the connection in the play between marriage rings as ‘objects’ that can
be stolen, or traded, and as symbolic representations of female genitalia, whose ‘loss’ involves a violation of the person, or at least the prising open of something that has been sealed.45 Finally, Strulovitch’s
sympathetic interpretation of lines that have conventionally been
adduced as evidence of Shylock’s materialism complement Shylock’s
own deconstruction of Lorenzo’s praise of Jessica:
She was not daughter to her father’s manners, she said, but Lorenzo,
the rascal who pilfered her, along with those who conspired in her misappropriation, could not stop commenting on her difference from the
man she was ashamed to call father, her gentler (for which read more
Gentile) disposition . . . the fairness of her looks . . . and when all you
can remark is difference then all you are aware of is similarity. (84)

Shylock’s use of ‘pilfered’ and ‘misappropriation’ might ostensibly
seem to reinforce the notion that he is guilty of objectifying – and
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commodifying – his own daughter, but in the context of the discussion above it might also suggest that it is Lorenzo and his co-conspirators who see her as a prize to be won (as Bassanio does of Portia),
and who value her not for any personal qualities but as one of her
father’s valuables. Furthermore, Shylock suggests, this value is likely
to depreciate, or collapse altogether, because it is based on a superficial appreciation of her difference from her father which is expressed
so insistently as to imply, paradoxically, that they will ‘never reconcile
themselves to the fact that she was Jewish’ (84). To adapt a line from
another Shakespeare play: Lorenzo doth protest too much.
It is this intricate, intertextual interplay which makes Shylock is My
Name one of Jacobson’s most richly textured novels. There are penetrating discussions of many other episodes from Shakespeare’s play
and the debates that they have inspired: for example Strulovitch
cross-examines Shylock as to the status of Tubal’s report to Shylock of
Jessica’s spending spree (‘Your daughter spent in Genoa, as I heard, in
one night four score ducats’ [201]): ‘Did you ever consider that Tubal
might have lied to you?’ (202); ‘What if he conjured the monkey out
of his own Jewish terrors?’ (203). However, the novel repeatedly
returns to two related questions. Did Shylock intend his ‘merry jest’
in earnest from the outset? And, if he had been allowed to proceed,
would he have actually murdered Antonio? Rather than providing
definitive answers to these questions, Shylock explores their larger
implications, gently chiding Strulovitch for seeking ‘an explanation
for what cannot be explained’ (151) and posing his own, unsettling
questions: ‘What is intention? Whatever his intention, would Abraham have gone on to kill Isaac?’ (178); ‘If you prick us do we not
bleed, but if we prick back do we not shed blood?’ (182). The implications of drawing attention to the structural similarities between the
trial scene and the Akedah are radical: rather than reviving the old
canard of the Jew as Christ-killer, it frames the climactic scene in
Shakespeare’s play in terms that align Shylock with the great patriarch and founder of monotheism, Abraham, and suggests that he is
an instrument of divine agency, rather than a would-be deicide. However, it also recasts Antonio as an innocent child, a role that is at odds
with Shylock’s argument that Antonio was a self-regarding masochist, ‘undeserving’ of ‘[t]he tragedy he had always sought out for himself’ (151). Similarly, the modification of one of the most famous lines
from the play – from one of the most famous speeches in the canon –
highlights a troubling double standard: that Shylock, and by extension
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Jews in general, are granted humanity only while they are victims,
not when they are aggressors. As Jacobson put it rather more pithily
in Roots Schmoots, it is ‘an immutable truth [that] the only good Jew is
a tragic Jew’ (Jacobson 1993a: 190).
It is at this juncture that Shylock is My Name recalls aspects of The
Finkler Question and J: like these two novels, it is interested in the
relationship between different modes of antisemitism, and between
these different forms of Judeophobia and internalised antisemitism,
or self-hatred. At one point, Shylock tells Strulovitch that whereas
‘[t]hey used to spit on me, now they tell me Jewish jokes’ (63), and when
Strulovitch suggests that this represents progress, Shylock asks why
‘they can’t see a Jew without thinking they have to tell him a joke.
Do they sing Suwanee every time they meet a black man?’ (63).46
Although he isn’t persuaded by Shylock’s argument at this stage
of the novel, later Strulovitch comes to the conclusion that it was
‘[b]etter . . . when our enemies wore their loathing on their sleeves,
called us misbelievers, infidels, inexecrable dogs, whipped us, kicked
us, dishonoured, disempowered, dispossessed us, but at least didn’t
deliver the final insult of accusing us of paranoia’ (119), his language
echoing the insults that are thrown at Shylock in Shakespeare’s play.
At the same time, Strulovitch can’t help wondering whether ‘he was
turning into one of those Jews who saw insults to his Jewishness
everywhere’, ‘conjuring [D’Anton] up out of the hatred we bear each
other?’ (116). However, if Strulovitch really is imagining D’Anton, or
at least projecting antisemitic beliefs onto him, then it might be that
he is doing so out of the hatred he bears for himself rather than his
antagonist. After all, although Strulovitch is ‘awed by Shylock’ he also
finds ‘his all-round Jewish exactingness, exacting’ (199). After he proposes the establishment of a gallery devoted to British Jewish art, to
be named after his parents, Morris and Leah Strulovitch, in the
so-called Golden Triangle, an affluent area of Cheshire where the
novel is set, he quickly regrets it, detecting ‘the stench of alien malevolence’ (recalling the foetor Judaicus again) which hangs about their
names, ‘ready to run from such an incantation of evil’ (116).47
Strulovitch’s ambivalence towards his own heritage becomes active
self-hatred in his daughter, who, echoing Treslove in The Finkler
Question, finds the word ‘Jew’ itself intrinsically unappealing – ‘It’s
such a horrible little word . . . Jew. It sounds like a black beetle with
spikes’ (187) – associating it with an image that recalls Kafka’s parable of self-hatred, Metamorphosis. According to Shylock, the insidious
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inroads that antisemitism can make into the consciousnesses of Jews
is reflected in the ambivalence that they feel towards him: ‘These
Jews . . . They don’t know whether to cry for me, disown me or explain
me. Just as they don’t know whether to explain or disown themselves’
(194). Shylock’s use of the third person plural, and his reference to
‘these Jews’, suggests that he, too, is ambivalent about his own ethnicity, but if he is not immune to the problems he identifies, his is
nonetheless the most articulate analysis in the novel of Jewishness,
in all its complexity and self-contradiction. It is he who pithily sums
up the way in which those subjected to systematic oppression often
internalise the views of their oppressors – ‘the victim ingests the
views of his tormentor’ (68) – and who sees most clearly that philosemitism is simply one side of the coin on the other side of which
is antisemitism, satirising the postmodernist valorisation of diasporism in the process:
Being a stranger is what we do . . . Citizens of everywhere and nowhere,
dandified tramps subsisting wherever we can squeeze ourselves in, at
the edges and in the crevices. Precarious but urbane, like flâneurs clinging to a rock face, expressing our marvellously creative marginality. (64)

Parroting some of the buzzwords of scholarship in the Anglophone
academy over recent decades (‘flâneurs’, ‘marginality’), and deploying the paradoxes (‘Citizens of everywhere and nowhere’) and oxymorons (‘dandified tramps’) beloved of post-structuralists (but also, it
should be said, of Jacobson himself), Shylock not only challenges the
conventional pieties of contemporary critical discourse but also the
preferences of his own author. It is Shylock, too, who helps Strulovitch engineer the ingenious reversal of the trial scene, thereby
redeeming them both. After Strulovitch demands that Gratan Howsome return with his daughter from their elopement to Venice and
that he undergo circumcision, under threat of persecution for having
sexual relations with a minor, D’Anton pledges his ‘person . . . as
surety for Gratan’s return within a fortnight’ (225). As this date
approaches with no sign of the couple returning, Plury offers to host
the event as an episode of The Kitchen Counsellor, her popular television series which is part cookery programme, part celebrity therapy
session. At first, Shylock, acting on behalf of Strulovitch, demurs,
observing laconically that ‘[c]ircumcision is not a culinary happening’
(237) but then agrees, perhaps implicitly recognising that, as John
Gross points out in Shylock (1992), another of the sources that

Downloaded from manchesterhive.com © Copyright protected
it is illegal to copy or distribute this document

‘Being Jewish’

191

appears in Jacobson’s acknowledgements at the end of the novel,
‘there are hints . . . of a cannibalistic impulse’, deriving from the
charge that Jews ‘feasted on Christians’ (Gross 1994: 29) in Shylock’s
insistence on claiming his pound of flesh in Shakespeare’s play.
The parts of the novel satirising contemporary celebrity culture –
Jacobson takes aim at the extravagant wealth and cultural poverty of
footballers and their wives, as well as at a motley crew of models,
rappers and social media stars who inhabit the Golden Triangle – are
somewhat heavy-handed and the tone of these sections jars with the
profound philosophical discussions of Strulovitch and Shylock.48
Nonetheless, the great coup de théâtre of Shylock is My Name occurs in
the grounds of the Old Belfry, the Belmont-lite estate where Plury
(whose own flesh has been repeatedly removed and reshaped by the
cosmetic surgeon’s knife, and whose father himself ‘had hated Jews’)
holds court while Strulovitch prosecutes his case against D’Anton
(Jacobson 2016a: 259). Just as Strulovitch and D’Anton are about to
leave the premises to go to the clinic where D’Anton is due to be circumcised, Shylock intervenes, delivering his own version of Portia’s
famous ‘The quality of mercy’ speech. When Plury commends him
on his performance, confessing that she was ‘surprised by the eloquent expression of sentiments one normally hears from the pulpit
by a man who scowls’, Shylock responds ‘You mean a Jew who scowls’
and proceeds to berate her for her ignorance of the fact that ‘Jesus
was a Jewish thinker’ and that charity and mercy are Jewish concepts
that Christianity ‘appropriated’, with ‘breath-taking insolence’, committing ‘an immemorial act of theft from which nothing but sorrow
has ever flowed’ (270).
Returning to the connection between the theft and (mis)appropriation of things and people, Shylock’s majestic but enraged rejoinder to
Plury’s presumptuous compliment emphasises that the insult that
Portia’s role as deus ex machina in The Merchant of Venice adds to the
injury of the appropriation of Shylock’s possessions is the theologically and ethically spurious claim that this theft is done in the name of
a Christian notion of mercy. The two further reversals that follow – the
revelation that D’Anton could not be circumcised because he already
had been as an infant, and the return of Beatrice to the family home,
‘unharmed’ and ‘unbetrothed’ (277) – seem, like the fifth act of Shakespeare’s play, somewhat anti-climactic. Jacobson’s novel ends with the
two Jewish protagonists, Shylock and his double, Strulovitch, having
claimed the moral high ground from their Christian antagonists. Just
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as Shylock pulls the rug out from under Plury’s feet by pleading for
mercy on behalf of his enemy, so Strulovitch confounds D’Anton’s
expectations by donating to his rival the painting he had wanted to
secure for Barnaby, ‘Love’s First Lesson’, by the British Jewish artist
Solomon J. Solomon. Strulovitch explains in a letter to D’Anton that
he is doing this as a ‘mark of [his] good grace’ (276), the phrase perhaps suggesting a subtle reciprocal appropriation, since ‘grace’ is a
Christian theological concept. In spite of its flaws, Shylock is My Name
also represents a triumph of sorts for Jacobson: the fulfilment of his
great ambition as a novelist to enter the canon of English literature
not as an interloper or an imitator – a ‘Jewish Jane Austen’ or an
‘English Philip Roth’ – but as an author who can trade wits, and match
magnanimity, with the greatest English writer of them all.
Notes
1 The analogy had become so commonplace by the start of the twenty-first
century that a kind of metadiscourse began to grow up around it, so that,
rather than making the comparison directly, reviewers and critics would
comment on the fact that other reviewers had made it, before adding
their own contribution to the canon. For example, Tim Souster comments that ‘Howard Jacobson is often compared to Philip Roth’ and goes
on to claim that ‘Jacobson’s prose crackles with intelligence and exuberance . . . in a way that recalls early Roth’ (Souster 2008: 20) and Allison
Pearson concludes her summary of the Roth comparisons by observing
that ‘[l]ike Roth, Jacobson has made versions of himself his subject,
gnawing his own entrails’ (Pearson 2003: 1).
2 In 2006 he told Rosenthal that ‘[w]hen people said I was like Philip Roth
I had never read Philip Roth’, attributing this to his Cambridge education: ‘I disapproved of Philip Roth. Leavisites didn’t read modern writers’
(Rosenthal 2006: 20). In 2010, he reiterated that ‘[w]hen my first novel
came out and people said he’s like Philip Roth, I hadn’t read any Philip
Roth then’ (Jacobson 2010i).
3 If such a coupling seems absurd even on the metaphorical level, it is
worth noting in passing that David Greenham makes a persuasive case
for the affinities between Austen’s novel Emma (1815) and Roth’s Sabbath’s Theater (see Greenham 2005).
4 For an account of the controversy, see Flood 2011.
5 Notwithstanding Jacobson’s own claim that Kalooki Nights is ‘the most
Jewish book ever written’ (Buckley 2006: 23), it is not necessarily even
the most Jewish book that he has written, allowing of course for the fact
that such judgements are necessarily subjective.
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6 For a detailed exploration of the relationship between comedy and psychoanalysis in Roth’s novel, see Brauner 2010.
7 There is also, perhaps, an echo of the famous opening of J.D. Salinger’s
The Catcher in the Rye: ‘If you really want to hear about it, the first thing
you’ll probably want to know is where I was born, and what my lousy
childhood was like, and how my parents were occupied and all before
they had me, and all that David Copperfield kind of crap, but I don’t feel
like going into it, if you want to know the truth’ (Salinger 1964: 1).
8 In Totem and Taboo (1913), where he claims that ‘[w]hen our children
come to hear of ritual circumcision, they think of castration’ (Freud
2001: 177).
9 There is perhaps another echo of Roth’s The Counterlife here, in which
Nathan Zuckerman’s Gentile partner is named Maria Freshfield.
10 Another Yiddish term, which Walzer translates as ‘[v]erbal lumberjacking’ (53).
11 Jacobson himself confirmed that The Mighty Walzer is in part a love-letter
to his father when he told Lynn Barber that, growing up, he had ‘wished
I was Martin Amis and had a novelist for a father instead of a market
trader. So that novel [The Mighty Walzer] was partly an act of atonement’
(Barber 2012: 22).
12 Waxman seems to be at least partly based on Frank Cohen, a childhood
friend of Jacobson’s who has made a fortune dealing in contemporary art
and is often referred to as ‘the Saatchi of the North’. Jacobson has interviewed Cohen twice: for the Guardian in 2003 and for the Telegraph in
2012.
13 Writing of his childhood in Newark, Roth emphasises that among his
group of friends ‘[it] would have seemed to us strange not to be Jewish’
but that at the same time through the ‘intense adolescent cameraderie’ of
these Jewish schoolmates, particularly their shared love of baseball, they
‘were deepening [their] Americanness’ (Roth 1989: 31, italics in original).
14 Jacobson discussed the question of Superman’s Jewishness at length in
an article in The Times that appeared the year before Kalooki Nights
(Jacobson 2005c).
15 Like Philip Roth’s The Ghost Writer (1979, later collected in Zuckerman
Bound [1985]), Auslander’s novel Hope: A Tragedy (2012) explores the
premise that Anne Frank (or someone impersonating her) might have
survived the Holocaust, but in its iconoclastic treatment of the Holocaust
and victim envy it seems to owe more to Kalooki Nights.
16 These issues were raised implicitly in Jacobson’s first novel, Coming
From Behind, in the following passage:
It is pretty well established now that the Gestapo was never fully
operational in Manchester in the 1950s. But that did not prevent Sefton Goldberg’s early years from seeming every bit as fraught as
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Anne Frank’s. The faintest rustle in the porch used to be enough to
throw the Goldberg household into scenes of such unforgettably terrifying confusion that even now, whenever his doorbell rang, Sefton
Goldberg wanted to throw himself under a table and wait with thumping heart, just as he did then, for his mother to peer through infinitesimally parted curtains . . . and assure him that the coast was clear.
What she feared was not the secret police but something far worse
– prying neighbours . . . (Jacobson 1984: 160)
17 In this context, Andrzej Gasiorek’s insistence on the distinction between
the implied authorial point of view and that of Glickman himself – ‘the
novelist displays a psychological penetration that is at odds with the aesthetic that Glickman promotes in his defense of satire and also systematically exposes Glickman’s emotional obtuseness’ (Gasiorek 2012: 893) – is
valid, but doesn’t quite do justice to the nuanced relationship between
author and protagonist.
18 There is also perhaps a reference here to ‘The Perforated Sheet’, the
opening section of Salman Rushdie’s Midnight’s Children (1983), in
which the narrator’s grandfather is exposed to different parts of his
future wife’s body, under the pretext of attending to her in his capacity as
a physician, so that he is incited, incrementally, to construct a mental
image of her body without ever being allowed to see it in full.
19 Once again, Jacobson’s novel anticipates Auslander’s Hope, in which a
friend of the protagonist’s mother’s finally exposes the latter’s claims to
be a camp survivor: ‘I know your mother, said Mrs Rosengarten. We went
to Camp Sackamanoff together. Up in the Catskills. The food was awful,
young man, but it was a far cry from Auschwitz’ (Auslander 2012: 79).
20 Guston provided comic illustrations for a special edition of Roth’s novella
The Breast (1975).
21 This is the most controversial aspect of the novel, with a number of critics objecting to what they saw as a denunciation of British Jews who
criticise Israel, while Jacobson himself insisted that the object of his satire was not Jewish criticism of Israel per se but the conspicuous display
of such criticism as a badge of honour. I agree with Ruth Gilbert, who
argues that ‘the novel presents a robust satire of self-serving, anti-Zionism, but . . . moves beyond caricature of such easy targets, to develop a
nuanced debate about issues of entitlement, public identification,
belonging and attachment’ (Gilbert 2013: 92).
22 See Anne Karpf 2017 for a discussion of these cases and the more sinister manifestation of ‘victim envy’ in the ‘Me Too’ era.
23 This recalls an episode earlier in the novel when Sevcik remembers a
conversation with his late wife, Malkie, whose parents are landlords of
a block of ‘run-down flats in Willesden’. When Libor labels the tenants
‘human vermin’ when they call Malkie a ‘dirty money-grubbing Jew’
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(210–11), she responds by telling him: ‘You are the anti-Semite, not
they. You’re the one who sees the Jew in the Jew. And cannot bear to
look’ (215).
Jacobson acknowledged in an interview with John Walsh that Port Reuben
is a ‘thinly disguised version’ of Port Isaac in Cornwall (Walsh 2015: 94).
In her excellent article on the novel, however, Ruth Gilbert offers ‘a heterotopic reading of J which focuses more on the novel’s exploration of
[what Gregory Claeys has referred to as] “out of reach” places and less on
its oppressive dystopian structures’ (Gilbert 2016: 10). Focusing on the
representation of Necropolis, Gilbert suggests that it is ‘a profoundly dislocated and disconcerting space’ whose lack of clear ‘outlines’ mirrors
the way in which Jewishness itself is ‘placed, simultaneously, at both the
centre and the edges of the text’ (Gilbert 2016: 9).
The title of the operation presumably alludes to the famous opening line
of Moby Dick, ‘Call me Ishmael’, an ambiguous imperative that may indicate that this name is an alias. This renaming project might also be an
allusion to another famous dystopian novel for which Jacobson has
expressed admiration, Margaret Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale (1985), in
which the regime of Gilead also renames people and places for political
purposes.
This recalls Jacobson musing in Roots Schmoots on ‘why Jews think it’s so
funny to say, “I’m Jewish”,’ before concluding that ‘the comedy . . . must
reside in the release, in the act of saying the unsayable’ (Jacobson 1993a: 81).
In In Bluebeard’s Castle: Some Notes Towards the Redefinition of Culture
(1971), Steiner claims that ‘the Jew became, as it were, the “bad conscience” of Western history’ (Steiner 1971: 45), a view that is amplified by
the narrator of Steiner’s story, ‘Cake’, who observes that ‘[b]y their unending misery, the Jews have put mankind in the wrong. Their presence is a
reproach’ (Steiner 1996: 219).
In this piece, Jacobson observes, sardonically, that ‘[f ]or foisting the lie of
the 6 million upon the world, Jews are accused of compounding the
wickedness that was the just cause of Holocaust – had it only happened –
in the first place’ (Jacobson 2013d: 22). The phrase ‘had it only happened’, used here to satirise the double-think of Holocaust deniers,
anticipates the chilling formulation at the heart of J.
This is another literary reference – to Sinclair Lewis’s novel It Can’t Happen Here (1935), which, like Philip Roth’s The Plot against America (2004),
explores a scenario in which a populist demagogue becomes US president and establishes an authoritarian, quasi-fascist regime.
In choosing a single letter of the alphabet as the title of the novel, Jacobson is placing it in the tradition of other postmodernist texts, notably
Thomas Pynchon’s V (1963), John Berger’s G (1972) and Tom McCarthy’s
C (2010). Given the stigma attached to the letter, however, Jacobson might

196

Downloaded from manchesterhive.com © Copyright protected
it is illegal to copy or distribute this document

32

33

34
35

36

37

38

39

Howard Jacobson

also have had in mind the ‘A’ of Hawthorne’s The Scarlet Letter (1850), an
association that is reinforced by the proximity of that novel, historically
and canonically, to Moby Dick (1851), J’s most significant intertext.
This has become an over-used and widely misunderstood idea, but Judith
Butler summarises Arendt’s position lucidly: ‘if a crime against humanity had become in some sense “banal” it was precisely because it was
committed in a daily way, systematically, without being adequately
named and opposed. In a sense, by calling a crime against humanity
“banal”, she was trying to point to the way in which the crime had become
for the criminals accepted, routinised, and implemented without moral
revulsion and political indignation and resistance’ (Butler 2011).
There is also a reference in J to the other infamous blood libel case in
medieval England, in which eighteen Jews were executed for the supposed
ritual murder of a boy who became known as ‘Little Saint Hugh of Lincoln’. In J, Kevern and Ailinn visit Ashbrittle Cathedral, where they find a
grave with the inscription ‘Little St. Alured of Ashbrittle, killed by –’ (120).
See Freedland 2016 and Bloom 2016.
Kevern’s conviction that antisemitism is ineradicable echoes Libor’s in
The Finkler Question: ‘These things [Jew-hating etc.] didn’t go away. There
was nowhere for them to go. They were indestructible, non-biodegradable. They waited in the great rubbish tip that was the human heart’ (154).
When Shylock talks to his deceased wife Leah at her graveside and imagines her answering him, he encourages her by echoing Hamlet’s exclamation to his father’s ghost, ‘Well said, old mole’ (16) and later, in
conversation with the other protagonist of the novel, Simon Strulovitch,
he tells him that ‘[t]here’s nothing good or bad but thinking makes it so’
(134), one of Hamlet’s rejoinders to Rosencrantz and Guildenstern.
Strulovitch reflects that ‘[t]he universe decreed that fathers should love
their daughters not wisely but too well’, adapting Othello’s infamous
claim about the nature of his feelings for Desdemona; the narrator refers
at one point to Strulovitch allowing the smell of ‘goats and monkeys’
(138) into his house, echoing Othello’s non sequitur in conversation with
Ludovico; later Plurabelle says of Strulovitch’s daughter, Beatrice (named
after the heroine of Much Ado About Nothing), that she ‘love[s] her despite
her father the thick-lips’ (197), borrowing Iago’s racist epithet for Othello
to describe Strulovitch.
When Strulovitch fears that he has been duped by D’Anton, Shylock sees
him mouthing ‘I will do such things’ and supplies the bathetic sequel
‘What they are, yet I know not’, quoting the mad old king vowing revenge
on his daughters. (195)
The final words of the novel are Malvolio’s valedictory vow of vengeance,
here imagined by Strulovitch as the unspoken sentiments of his daughter, Beatrice. The ambiguity of this ending is perhaps heightened by the
knowledge that Jacobson once observed that ‘Malvolio suffers a greater
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humiliation than he deserves and I, for one, always hope he succeeds in
taking his sworn revenge’ (Jacobson 2012d: 41).
The other novels in the series are: Margaret Atwood’s Hag-Seed (2016), a
rewriting of The Tempest; Tracy Chevalier’s New Boy (2017), a rewriting of
Othello; Jo Nesbo’s Macbeth (2018); Edward St. Aubyn’s Dunbar (2017), a
rewriting of King Lear; Anne Tyler’s Vinegar Girl (2016), a rewriting of
The Taming of the Shrew; and Jeanette Winterson’s The Gap of Time (2015),
a rewriting of The Winter’s Tale.
Whereas Shylock resents Antonio for lending money gratis, thereby lowering the rates of interest that he can charge, Strulovitch and D’Anton are
both art collectors, and Strulovitch owns a painting which D’Anton has
promised to secure for his friend, Barnaby, so that he can present it to his
amour, Plury.
What is clear is that Shylock shares Strulovitch’s consciousness in some
way, so for example when the former asks the latter ‘How many jungle
Jews do you know?’ and the narrator reports that ‘Offhand, Strulovitch
could only think of Johnny Weismuller’ (51), Shylock immediately dismisses the thought, asserting that ‘Tarzan . . . wasn’t one of us’ (51–52)
even though Strulovitch has not said anything aloud.
What Shylock has in mind is one of the most frequently cited passages
from Roth’s work, from the final section of The Counterlife: ‘circumcision
gives the lie to the womb-dream of life in the beautiful state of innocent
prehistory, the appealing idyll of living “naturally,” unencumbered by
man-made ritual’ (Roth 1987: 327).
A pseudo-scientific term for the belief that Jewish bodies emitted a foul
odour.
Hence the slang term ‘clam’ (sometimes ‘bearded clam’), a euphemism
for the vagina in the United States.
The irony of Shylock’s analogy is that the song was written by the Jewish
composer, George Gershwin, and popularised by Al Jolson, a Jewish
singer now notorious for his performances in blackface.
Strulovitch’s abortive plan for the museum of British Jewish art recalls
Hephzibah Weizenbaum’s project of establishing a museum of
Anglo-Jewish culture in The Finkler Question.
The origin of this part of the novel might be found in a piece that Jacobson published in 2000 in which he noted that ‘[i]n recent years a species
of celebrity aristocracy has grown up here [in Cheshire], causing a measure of discontent to native Mancunians’ (Jacobson 2000d: 32). It is not
clear whether Jacobson is indulging in hyperbole or revealing his ignorance of the economics of contemporary football when he makes Gratan
Howsome – the recipient of a princely salary – an employee not of any
Premier League club but of Stockport County, who had fallen out of the
football league by the time of the publication of Shylock is My Name and
whose players are unlikely to be found living in the ‘Golden Triangle’.
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It has been my intention to make the case here that Jacobson is an
important figure in post-war British fiction who has been unjustly
marginalised in academic discourse, partly because of persistent,
unflattering comparisons with Philip Roth, partly because of his
irreverent, iconoclastic comedy, and partly because of his polemical
interventions into sensitive cultural and political debates. In spite of
the critical vindication, increased readership and higher public profile that attended the Booker triumph of The Finkler Question, Jacobson remains at the time of writing a marginal figure in the academy.
This is the first monograph to be devoted to him, but I don’t expect it
to be the last: Jacobson is still writing, prolifically, and I expect his
reputation to grow. Rather than presenting a conclusion that aims to
provide a definitive judgement of Jacobson, then, or to revisit the
themes I have addressed in the rest of the book, I want to sketch out
two areas – two more versions of Jacobson, if you like – that I have,
for reasons of space, only briefly touched on in this study, but to
which future scholarship might attend in more detail.
Jacobson as a Manchester writer
Manchester University Press is the ideal publisher for this book, not
simply because it fits perfectly into the ‘Contemporary British Novelists’ series but also because Jacobson is a Manchester author, born
and bred, many of whose novels provide a rich social history of the
city in the post-war period, in addition to their many other qualities.
Jacobson himself has written extensively, at times rhapsodically, of
the attributes that distinguish Manchester and the personal qualities
to which these attributes give rise:
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Something in the dampness of the climate; something in our flat vowels; something in our sense of the ridiculous; something in our practical rejection of the fanciful . . . something in our having become large
before we were ever small; something in our leapfrogging the usual
slow accretions of confidence and manners that make a society; something in the tempo of our commercial impatience; something in the
very grass that grows here, persuades us . . . that life, no matter what we
try to make of it, is more ludicrous than it is anything else. (Jacobson
2007a: 1)

In its incongruously lyrical celebration of pragmatism, this passage not
only pays tribute to what Jacobson feels he owes to Manchester, but also
recreates it in his own image: as a city with a ‘keen sense of the ridiculous’; one that is ambitious and impatient while at the same time
self-deprecating, always attuned to the essential comedy of existence, in
which life is ‘more ludicrous than . . . anything else’. This is a refrain to
which Jacobson returns regularly in his non-fiction, describing the city
as possessing an ‘energetic comic pessimism’ and ‘laconic mirth’ that
made it feel like ‘a very Jewish city’ (Jacobson 2012b: 159.16); an ‘innate
absurdism’ that breeds ‘mischief’ in its denizens, who ‘valu[e] the intellect so highly we have to laugh about it’ (Jacobson 2007e: 1), paradoxically priding himself on their lack of pride (‘[w]e are plain-speaking,
sarcastic, self-denigrating, difficult buggers up there’) and becoming
sentimental about their lack of sentimentality (‘Very Manchester, this
unwillingness to whisper sweet nothings’) (Jacobson 2017b: 150).
Writing about the influence that Manchester had on L.S. Lowry,
Jacobson claims that it ‘imbued him with the particular melancholy
that seems to blow in off the Pennines’, and ‘locked him in a quarrel
with himself that was a spur to art’ (Jacobson 2007a: 1). As is so often
the case when an artist writes about another artist, Jacobson’s portrait
of Lowry is clearly also a displaced self-portrait. Likewise with his
tribute to Tony Wilson, the journalist, entrepreneur and driving force
behind the ‘Madchester’ music scene of the late 1980s and early
1990s, whom he defines as embodying ‘the soul of Manchester’ in all
his contradictions: ‘down to earth and dandified, of the people and
rarified, all at once; sharp-tongued, honorable, hedonistic, more
interested in art and conversation than celebrity and wealth’ (Jacobson
2017d). As ever, Jacobson’s fondness for paradox and incongruity –
for the ‘contrarieties’ of the comic novelist – are in evidence here, as
are the values that he shares with Wilson, in particular the privileging
of aesthetic merit (‘art’) over commercial success (‘wealth’).
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In his fiction, Manchester and its environs are represented most
prominently in The Mighty Walzer, Kalooki Nights and The Making of
Henry, though it does also appear, more sparingly, elsewhere. For
Bryan Cheyette, it is Jacobson’s ‘Mancunian Jewish voice’ (Cheyette
2016) – what he calls elsewhere ‘a form of Mancunian jazz or Yiddish jive’ (Cheyette 1999: 9) – that is at the heart of his best novels.
In his review of The Mighty Walzer he claimed that ‘Jacobson has
done for North Manchester what Dickens did for orphanhood in Victorian London’ (Cheyette 1999: 9), while he acclaimed Shylock is My
Name as ‘both a return to Manchester and a return to literary form’,
arguing that this was ‘no coincidence’ (Cheyette 2016). I don’t subscribe to Cheyette’s theory myself, but I do think that there is much
more work to be done on what might be termed the ‘Manchester
imaginary’ in Jacobson’s fiction, perhaps in conjunction with the
work of fellow post-war Mancunian authors such as the novelist
Anthony Burgess, or the playwright Jack Rosenthal, who also writes
about growing up Jewish in Manchester.
Jacobson as a transatlantic Jewish writer
As I noted in the Introduction, there have been a number of articles
comparing Jacobson with American Jewish writers and also some
scholarship situating Jacobson’s work in the broader context of British Jewish writing, notably by Bryan Cheyette, Nadia Valman, Axel
Stähler, Sue Vice and Ruth Gilbert. However, beyond my own article
on Kalooki Nights, there has been little consideration of the way in
which Jacobson’s fiction is involved in a constant negotiation between
the British Jewish context in which he is working and the American
Jewish culture against which he measures himself: the sense in
which, in other words, he might be considered a transatlantic Jewish
writer.
In his review of The Mighty Walzer, Cheyette saw Jacobson as occupying the vanguard of a new generation of British Jewish writers who
were storming the citadel of the British literary-critical establishment: ‘By turning his past into fiction of the highest order, he has
shown that those once excluded from English culture are now its custodians’ (Cheyette 1999: 9). Fourteen years later, Gilbert credited
Jacobson with having ‘set the tone for a new generation of BritishJewish writers by confronting the interface between Jewishness and
“Englishness” in his work’ (Gilbert 2013: 9). In their introduction to
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a special edition of European Judaism on contemporary British Jewish
writing, the editors, Axel Stähler and Sue Vice, recognise ‘a dazzling
burst in the productivity of British Jewish literature’, ‘characterized
by a new confidence’ (Stähler and Vice 2014: 3) and endorsed by a
series of prestigious literary awards, most notably the Nobel Prize for
Harold Pinter, the Orange Prize for Naomi Alderman and Linda
Grant and of course Jacobson’s own Man Booker Prize (Stähler and
Vice 2014).1 Yet they go on to register reservations about this new
wave of British Jewish writing, noting that ‘doubts linger as to the
reach and the resilience of this newfound expressiveness, and a sense
remains of exclusion from the mainstream of British cultural life’
(Stähler and Vice 2014: 3).
These doubts, and the sense of ‘exclusion’ that is both a cause and
a symptom of them, have hedged Jacobson’s work throughout his
career. Natasha Walter opens her review of Roots Schmoots by asserting that ‘British Jews don’t have much of an identity’ (Walter 1993: 32).
Twenty years later, in her book Writing Jewish, Ruth Gilbert makes
much the same point: ‘Jews are a minority group, but they do not
have the same presence in public consciousness as other immigrant
communities in Britain’ (Gilbert 2013: 12). Jacobson himself has echoed
these sentiments, referring to the Jews in Britain as ‘a respected and
respectable, though marginalised community’ who ‘embarrass one
another’ (Jacobson 2004b: 34). This ‘lowest of cultural profiles’, as
Jacobson describes it, is invariably defined in opposition to the selfconfidence of the American Jews, a comparison that Jacobson notes
is ‘almost too painful to contemplate’, but feels compelled to return
to again and again nonetheless (34).
As with the comparisons to Philip Roth, Jacobson’s attitude
towards the larger culture of which Roth is a representative is ambivalent and inconsistent. On the one hand, he frankly expresses his
envy of the influence Jews have exerted on American culture, arguing
that ‘Malamud and Bellow and Roth made the American language
Jewish’ and if ‘[y]ou write as a Jew in America . . . they get you’,
whereas ‘in Britain you feel anomalous’ (Pfeffer 2013). These sentiments are echoed in The Making of Henry, in which the protagonist
wonders if his girlfriend is ‘press[ing] American literature on him’
because on that side of the Atlantic ‘the Jews had taken on a version
of the national identity . . . even shaped it . . . in their own image’,
whereas in Britain Jews wanted only ‘to be left alone to notice nothing. And not be noticed noticing it’ (2005a: 146–47). On the other
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hand, Jacobson has at times affected a crude anti-Americanism,
claiming that ‘[e]verything that comes from America seems to me a
joke’ (Jacobson 2000e: 7). More specifically, he once wrote that ‘novel
writing has never truly suited the American imagination’, suggesting
that even the great American Jewish novelists have succumbed to
‘the temptation to allegorical religiosity’: ‘Saul Bellow is now beatific.
And Philip Roth . . . is busy rewriting history featuring himself as
hero’ (Jacobson 1999d: 30).
The ambivalence has been mutual, in the sense that most American reviewers have not been kind to Jacobson. Although British
reviewers, as we have seen, often compared Jacobson unfavourably
with Roth, at times they claimed that he was equal to his peers over
the pond, J.K.L. Walker claiming that Sefton Goldberg was a match
for ‘the sardonic self-excavating Jewish heroes of American comic
fiction’ (Walker 1983: 34–35), while Nicholas Lezard praised the ‘rolling, full-on, querulous and combative tone’ that he found in Jacobson
and in the best ‘Jewish writing that comes from America’ (Lezard
2010: 15). The tone of most American reviews of Jacobson’s work has
been distinctly snippy, exemplified by Adam Gopnik’s variation on
the familiar Roth trope: Jacobson, he wrote, ‘is famous as a sort of
English Philip Roth (though often making one more grateful than
ever for the American one)’ (Gopnik 2016), while acknowledging
that Jacobson was at a disadvantage as a Jewish writer on the wrong
side of the pond, lacking the cultural infrastructure that supported
the post-war American Jewish greats: ‘A British Jew couldn’t begin a
book, Augie March style, with “I am an Englishman, Manchester
born”’ (Gopnik 2016).
Yet some younger writers – members of what is sometimes called
the ‘third generation’ of American Jewish authors – have gone on
record to express their admiration for Jacobson’s work. Jonathan
Safran Foer put his own positive spin on the Roth analogy, removing
its implication of provincial inferiority, by claiming that Jacobson’s
‘aims are higher than Roth’s, and energies even greater’ (Foer et al.
2007), while Shalom Auslander wrote a glowing review of Live a Little
in which he said, vis-à-vis Jacobson, that ‘[s]ome writers just seem to
get better the closer they get to the end – not because they’re worried
about death, perhaps, but because they’ve finished worrying about it’
(Auslander 2019). If Jacobson himself has clearly been influenced
by an older generation of American Jewish authors – Roth, Bellow,
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Malamud – then it seems that he is, in turn, influencing a younger
generation of American Jewish novelists.
It’s not clear, of course, how close to the end Jacobson is. What I
call ‘late Jacobson’ in this book might well turn out to be ‘middle
Jacobson’, necessitating a re-evaluation of the other phases of his
career. From this vantage point, however, I would suggest that Jacobson has written five exceptional novels – The Very Model of a Man, The
Mighty Walzer, Kalooki Nights, J and Live a Little – and several more
that are not far behind: Peeping Tom, Who’s Sorry Now?, The Act of Love
and The Finkler Question. Even if this were to be the end, his is an
impressive, diverse body of work that I believe will stand the test of
time.
Notes
1

Since then, there have been further successes, for example Charlotte
Mendelson’s When We Were Bad was shortlisted for the Orange Prize in
2009; Francesca Segal’s The Innocents won the Costa Prize in 2012; Will
Self’s Umbrella was shortlisted for Man Booker in 2012, as was Jacobson’s J two years later; and Naomi Alderman’s The Power was awarded
the Baileys Prize in 2017.
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Bild, Aída 170
biographical fallacy 24–25
Black Prince 118
Blacker, Terence 22
Blake, William 72
blood libel 32, 196n33
Bollinger Everyman Wodehouse
Prize 5
Borges, Jorge Luis 171
Botticelli, Sandro 120
‘The Birth of Venus’ 120
Boucher, François 121
Boxall, Peter 37n6
Boyagoda, Randy, 20
Boycott, Divestment and Sanctions
movement 163
Boylan, Roger 23, 39, 144
Boyne, John 69
The Boy in the Striped Pyjamas 69
Bradbury, Malcolm 3, 40, 80n4
The History Man 80n4
Brand, Jo 98, 139n8
Brand, Russell 85–86
Breitbart News Network 77
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