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Marlene Dietrich once said, O\ king, redizing hisincompetence, can either
ddegate or abdicate his duties. A father can do nather. If only sonscould see the
paradox, they would undestand the dilemma.O Captivated by the dilemmas of fathers,
sonsand Pat least symbolic Bkings Dietrich fourd her way to Joseph Roth in 1930
when hewas 36 years old and shewas 29. He became he favorite German novdist, and,
of his compdling stories, Job was her favorite. She went onto artistic glory in
Hollywood. He drank himself to death in Paris nine years | ater.

Fatherless for all of hisvery short life and kingless for thelast third of it, Roth
struggled with many crudal issues evolving fromthis timeless dilemma: identity andits
diffuson, stability and loss, fiddity andimmorality, integrity and dissembling, faith and
suffering, punishment and redemption, idedlization and denigration, loveand hae.

Let@ look at Dietrich®@ parable from Roth@ sodetal perspective. His persond
preoccupdionswere reflected from auniqudy Austrian experience called
CBodanlssigkeit.O Often trandated as Gootless, OBodenlSsigkeit is away of
conoeptudizing much of Central European human experience after thedissolution of the
Audrian empire following theFirst World War, especialy thefeeling of minority
popuktionsin newly emergent naiond statesin the 1920s Before the War in theformer
crown land of Volyniain Galiziawhere Joseph Roth was bom, Germans Audrians
Ruthenians (Ukrainians), Poles, Jews and a smattering of Sloveks were hdd togeher not

by learning multiculturalism, tha is an appreciation of naiond determinaion, unique



individudity, diverse languayes and different religions butrather by a common fervor
for aunifying experience, embodied in the Emperor as LSndeater, Gather of thelandsO
Each of these cultural groups while different, were united experientially as citizensof the
great Audrian empire and, uness revolutionay naiondists, extolled its leader, Franz
Josef, as sovereign.

Roth captures the curiousexperiences of the citizens of the supranaiond empire
in hisnovdla, Die BYde des Kaisers (The Bug of the Emperor). Roth tells astory
throughthe naration of CountFranz Xaver Morstin, aretired army officer at the end of
theFirst World War and titled head of a Polish nable family that had emigrated from
Italy to Audria during the sixteenth Century. Hisestate wasin thevillage of Lopayny in
the crown land of Galizia, making him at |east a geographical relative of Roth, who

describes the Countas follows;

He thought of himself neither asPdish aristocratnor asanaristocratof Italianorigins.
No: like so marny of his peersin the former Crown Lands of the Austro-Hungarian
monarcly, he wasone of the nobleg sort of Austrian plain and simple. [Hearthe echo
of RothO®pening deription of Mendel Singer asein einfacher Mensch, asimple,
uncomplicattdman] Thatis[Roth continued, he wag amanabove nationality, and
therefae of true nobility. Hadanyone askedhim, for examgde Bbut to whom would
such a serseless quedion have occured? Bto which OrationalityOor race he belonged,
the Count would have felt rather bewildered evenbaffl ed, by his quedioner, and
probally boredand somewhatindignant. (The Bust of the Emperor, pp. 157-158)

Thiswas especially truefor the Jews, who, with the exception of thefar-away
produd of Zionism propagaed by TheodorHerzl, were not generaly paticipantsin
outbreaks of crown land naiondism for its own sake. Jewish religiousethnic pursuits
and Audrian imperial allegiances existed withoutconflict, according to literary critic
Sidney Rosenfeld. It was ontha basisthat longtenured Franz Josef, who had been on
thethronefor 46 years before Joseph Roth was bom, was playfully referred to as Yankele

Yossele in the Jewish community.



But, 1918heralded anew Band for some less welcome Dexperience. Fictiond
CountMorstin, really Joseph Roth who frequently dressed the part of and pretended to be
a Polish nobleman onthe streets of Vienna had called once-upona-time Audria Ga great
manson with many doa's and chambers, for every condition of men.O

Now, CountMorstin as himself Dor Joseph Roth as Morstin@ ater-ego Bhad
become spiritudly undemined, made homeless by the sudden emergence of new naions
theold guad having log its place as thefireworks of self-determinaion exploded in the
former crown lands To go back to BodenlSsigkeit: it is one of those tricky German
words, because its meaning goes desper than thesimple English trandation, Qoatless.O
OBoden,Qin this context, are nottheroots, butwhere theroots are, in thetexture of the
earth@surface. So to beBodenlosis to find oneself on disintegrating, flimsy ground,
more like having therug pulled outfrom unde one. When the empire ceased to be, the
minority communities in the new states became shaky and withoutsubgance, lackingthe
integrity tha Audrian supranaiondity andthe overarching paernity of Franz Josef had
provided. Even SigmundFreud, whose consdeationstraveled, in his own mind, well
beyondthe mundane body politic, wrote at the end of the War, QAudriais nomore. | do
notwant to live anywhere else, butl shdl have to live with thetorso and imagineit isthe
whole.O

In 1921,Volynia became divided between Poland and the emerging Soviet nation,
nether of which, as naion states, captured Roth@ heart or imaginaion. Roth, asodalist
in the pre-war empire, became an ardent monachist.

Ashemigrated from Galiziato thenaiond capitals of thenew Audriabandthen

to Germany Dthe particular ways Jews from the eastern crown landswere perceived, the



dilemma of the Ostjuden, began to plaguehim. Ogjuden in thenewly created naion
states were seen as paticularly backward Band those in Galiziawere bdieved to bethe
most backward of all. Many of Roth@ critics view his frequent false biographical claims
and persond affectations like assuming theidentity of a Polish count to reflect
insecurity and shame related to his Galizian heritage Thisistrueto an extent. But, as|
have outlined, the cultural loss of supranaiondity and monachy were deep influences as
well, and many elements in Roth@ persond story enhanced his sense of pavasive
shamefulness and diminution as the outsider.

So, let@ turn to Roth@ story, in which the cultural context provides a crudal
backdrop. Moses Joseph Roth was bom in thetown of Brody on September 2, 1894 the
only child of Orthodoxparents. Brody was atown of about18,000people, two-thirdsof
whomwere Jews. It had been a center of Jewish Enlightenment (Haskala) for more than
acentury.

Roth@ early schooling was probably dissimilar from tha offered by Mendd
Singe, because it was punduated by early attempts at assimilation into the Germano-
Audrian experience. Yiddish was linguafamilia (thefamily undestoodit) but German
became linguafranca (thefamily used it), and the Roth family, like Kafka@ family in
Prague suppotted ongoing education in the context of German languaye and pedagogy.
Roth attended a German-speaking elementary school, theprindpd German-language
gymnasiumin Brody, and, at, at theageof 19, moved onto the University in Lemberg
(now Lvov in theUkraine).

Thereasonsfor thefamily@ drive toward melding Orthodoxywith Germanic

assimilation are not clear, butthere is some interesting evidence. Roth@ father, Nachum,



was an agent for German grain merchants, butit seemsthat his vocation may have been
in service of finanda suppot for his Orthodoxyrather than an attempt to distance
himself fromit. We probably will never beclear on this point, snce Nachum Roth
disappeared into insanity during abusness trip to Hamburg prior to Joseph Roth@ birth.
While he spent some time in a sanatorium, his care ultimately fell to an alleged Gvonde
workingOChasidic rabbi, the same type to which Deborah took youngallegedly epileptic
Menudiim in Job. Thereisno evidence tha Nachumrecovered, nor did he ever return to
Brody D and thushe became both thefocus of Roth@ experience of pervasive loss and the
first of three of his crudal experiences with severe mental illness.

Raised by his mother in her family® home, largdy by his grandfather and a
maternd unde, Roth isthoughtto have become a Cindeella stepchild, viewing himsel f
as a shameful notch bdow his cousns This persond view of second-classness may have
spurred some of his fascinaion with assuming other identities, anongthem benga
secular Audrian.

Believing the University in Lemberg also to be shamefully secondrate, he
enrolled in theUniversity in Vienna which, in 1914, had thelargest Jewish popuktionin
Europe about200000. But his origins as an Ostjude made the trandtioninto Girst-
classOlife very difficult. Roth onae remarked, Ot is hard enoughbeng an OstjudeEB ut,
thereis no harde fate than beng an Ostjudein ViennaO To compensate for his
perception, pat real and part fantasy, hetutored the children of roydty; became a spat-
shoal dandy; kissed the handsof women; carried a cane wore amonode; and published
romantic podry. He made of himself nearly every protagonist he ever wrote aboutand

became so successful at deceit that he completely confused his early biographes.



His student career came to an end on accountof the War, and Roth enlisted in
1916,setting aside hisfirst name, Moses, forever. He spent theremainde of the War
with aPolish unit in Galizia and used the experience as additiond fodde for later
interesting identities: he asserted tha he had been an officer in thelmperial army or a
prisone of war in Russia. To give theallegaionsgreater effect, he seasoned his speech
with the dang of the Austrian fficer-elite, Oaffectationshe frequented for therest of his
life.

Soon after the War Roth began to write prose, and that marked theonset of his
career genius thoughhe may never have bdieved in it fully. He wrote for newspapers,
regularly as afeuilletonwriter, or composer of New Y orker style opinion pieces or
commentaries; he honal the skill of telling magnificent stories parsimonioudy, at great
contrast to his often persond grandiosty. Like Hemingway in America, Roth quickly
became oneof themos soughtafter joumdists (O am ajourndist, nat areporter,Ohe
said. O am awriter, notafashione of lead articlesEO), first in Berlin and then, in 1925,
amongthe mog highly pad astheParis correspondent for the prestigiousFrankfurter
Zeitung His style, tight while also supple, was, however, notentirely origind. Roth
was, throughhis growing undestanding of French authors, highly influenced by the
styles of Stendhd and Flaubet, and some of thelinesin his best-known novd, Der
Raddzkymarsch (The Raddzky March) appearingin 1932,mimic those in Madare
Bovary.

In 1922,Roth pursued and won the heart of Friederike Reichler, addicate and
ddicioudy beautiful daughter of Jewish parents from Galizia. Shewas overly shy and

retiring, which appealed to Roth, thoughhe may not have appreciated the intengty of



these traits as harbingea's of her later diagnoss of schizophrenia. Married in Vienna they
moved to Berlin for the next several years. Historian and critic Sidney Rosenfeld notes
tha this period, livingwith Friederike, called Friedl, in arented apatment (ingead of
Roth@ penchant for hatels) was the only rationd, sane period in Joseph Roth@ life. Still,
every success and every frugration Bindeed, far too many experiences Bwere punduated
by alcohol. Roth became a Gnaintenance drinker;Ohe needed a cohol to maintain the
semblance of living. (To fellow Audrian author Stefan Zweig, Roth wrotein 1935
Q\lcoholis shortening my life, that istrue, butit isalso preventing my immediate
death.Q. Frequently drunk and disintegrating, hebdieved hewas driving Fried| crazy,
thoughlike any alcoholic he bargained tha thingswould get better throughwillpower.
But, will never sufficed. Only alcohol did.

Semblance of sanity was, however, soonvisited by insanity. Friedl became
mentally ill and Roth began to drink more heavily, fromtha time forward unable to
escape his powerlessness over the stranglehold of alcohol. Hetried isolating himself
from Friedl because hewas often required to travel. But isolation only became part of
theacoholic melody that played incessantly through life. When Friedl could nolonge
beleft along Roth started taking her onjourndistic junkds, locking he in thar hotel
roomwhen hewas forced to goout Then he started leaving her with friends then
putting her in hoitals. He was wracked with resentment and guilt Bthe major
psychological fud for alcoholics DPwhen, by 1928 shewas complaining aboutghogsin
the central heating system, or tha mysteriousdew in her roomwas the cause of her
illness. Frequent catatonic episodes findly resulted in her admissionto an asylum. His

endless wish that Friedl berestored to sanity forever trumped his conaern abouthis



alcoholism, and when nothing goodwas hgppening to Friedl or his own mental state, he
drank more. He soughtthe counsl and intervention of rabbis with special powers, this
time for Friedl and notfor himself, butto noavail. What had failed for his father also
failed for Friedl. (When theNazis annexed Audriain March 1938,Friedl wasin the
Steinhof Sanatorium in Vienna Amongother Jews and psychiatric pdients, shewas
murdered during eugenics experimentation two years later.)

Roth@ novds proliferated, sixteen in sixteen years, six before 1930, ten more
until his death in 1939;eight additiond major collectionswere published poghumoudy.
All were well received although,as so often hgppensin theliterary world, with differing
degrees of approbaion. Nineteen thirty marked the transtiond year for Roth@writing,
with the publication of Job (Hiob), his seventh novd. Highy acclaimed in German
speaking counties, Job was trandated into English in 1931, whereuponit became the
featured novd of the Book of the Month Clubin November. AboutJob pod and critic
L ouis Untermeyer wrote that the book Gignifies without prodaiming thefact tha the
chronicling of emotion Bdownright and self-declared emotion BDhas log noneof its
potency.O

When Hitler assumed power in 1933,Roth left Berlin the same day, emigratingto
France. He spent mog of histimein Paris. Hislast work was anovdlacalled Die
Legendevomheligen Trinker (The Legend of theHoly Drinker) appearingin 1939. In
thebook,the hopdessness of Joseph Roth the alcoholic was trandormed into the
redemptive experiences of a Parisian vagrant, Andreas Kartak. Kartak@® drunkenness
was miraculoudy trandormed into pathsof virtue from which hedipped repeatedly. At

theend of the story, hethough hewas dying serendy in achgpd, bdieving hehad



fulfilled apromise to ddiver charity to Saint ThA+se. Inredity, hewasin a Paris cafZ,
mistaking a younggirl with the same name for thesaint. To this, the story® narrator
intoned, QVlay God grant usall, all of usdrinkers, such agoodand easy desth.O

Thiswas notto bethe case for Joseph Roth. While Roth was surroundel mogly
by drink and may have at times been only dimly involved with people, friendsremained
invested and loyd, like novdist Stefan Zweig, physician author Erng Weiss and
playwright Erng Toller, with whomhe shared common tormented souls and intersecting
family backgroundsand life experiences. (Toller@father, for example, was also agrain
merchant.) After his emigration from Berlin, Roth lived with Toller during a sojoum in
Belgium, in Ostende Weissjoined Roth in Parisin 1934.

In 1937,Eleanor Roosevelt became actively concerned aboutthefate of these
authors, including Roth. Alongwith Dorothy Thompson, Roth® American trandator,
sheattempted to lure Roth to America. But, heresisted, bdieving, like many German
intellectuds, that Americawas devoid of apersondity beyond materialism. Central
Europed 1920 attempt to mimic the soda and econonic fabric in the United States
produced, according to Joan Acocella3 assessment of Roth@ postionin The New Yorker,
a Qurecked, valudess world, caughtbetween bogts political rhetoric ontheonehand
and, on theother, afatuousillusonism, adream world retailed by billboadsand cinema,
which, in Roth@ shorthand, he called @ merical(Januay 19,2004)0

While Roth stayed in Paris, Zweig went to England, then to Brazil, where hedied
inasuicidewith hiswifein 1942. Weiss stayed in Paris and killed himself theday Hitler
marched into thecity in 1940. At theend of May 1939, Roth learned that Erng Toller

had committed suicidein ahotel roomin New York. Thereupon,Joseph Roth drank



himself into afind stuporand died on May 27 after four days of agony, succumbing to
ddiriumtremensat the age of forty-four. Already well into thebanning and destruction
of thelegacy of Joseph Roth, the Nazis exterminated Friedl thefollowing year.

ok ok K K Kk K

Beginning with Job, Roth® works moved from a literal, andytic, sometimes
ironic and bitter reflection of the pod-war European conditionto alyrical search for both
an inng fatherland and spiritud peace. Nothing endulingwasto befound From 1930
onward, commentators would call Roth Gawandeer in flighttoward atragic end OCx Jew
in search of afatherland Oand On flight before thevoid.O

As aprime example of Roth@ quest, Job is an unassuming story with profound
emotiond content. Roth decided to write the bookduring a severe acoholic period when
FriedI(3 condition had deteriorated toward unmanagesability. It seems that Roth was able
to find persond relief in areturn to Jewish content and congderations allowing for the
possibility, foundalso by mog alcoholics who are successfully recovering, tha there was
no chemical solution to hisfundamental spiritud problem. Turning back to his Juddasm
and its consstent bdiefs across diverse geography, Roth soughta pod-war resolutionto
thelod secular Audrian experience, in this case that a determined, often paternd religion
could integrate and unite souls if not bodies.

So Roth conjured up Mendd Singe as thetimel ess protagonist, a simple man
with generationsof tradition directing hislife. Like hisfather and grandfather, Mendd
Singe was amelamed, a Torah teacher of children, thoughRoth calls him a
Kindelehrer, children@teacher. He earned little, wanted little, and, with God on his

side inwardly thrived much. For Mendd and for many similar Ostjude theintegrity of
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common spirit was threatened by modernity, the stand-in for the eradication of the empire
and emergence of pog-war naiondism. Jug as Professor Haym Solovetchik notesin
Rupture and Recongruction, the article tha Rabbi Herzfeld has assignad us, orthodoxy
stoppel becoming Gibsorbed Othroughtradition when secularity began to lure Jews away
from thecomfort of beng traditiondly (pious God-fearing and ordinary,Oas Roth
described Mendd Singe. Throughthe sodal scaffolding of this proscenium, the story of
Job unfolds

While Mendd Singe wants to be symbiotic with tradition and generate alife tha
ismolded by tradition and shgpesto it, circumstances generate chdlenges tha are too
great. Of hisfourchildren, all become tackled by themoden eraasit comesto
Zuchnow, the Russian shtetl in which the Singer family was raised. Mendd @ daugher,
Miriam, doesn®@maintain the purity of impulse, as Rabbi Herzfeld has elaborated, andis
drawn into carnd pleasure, worse yet with outsiders: the soldiersin thenearby garison,
whomMendd calls GCossacks.O His two older sonsare similarly seduced. Jonas, the
younge, getsinto thelocal peasant girls, figuratively and literally; he drinkstoo much
and, when threatened with military conscription, joinsthe Czar® army, leaving Jewish
tradition behind. His eldest son, Shemariah, escapes thethreat of conscription by fleeing
to America, whereuponShemariah becomes QransormedQinto Sam, commercial but still
caring, athoughno longe religious

Mendd® youngest son, bom during the unfolding of the novd, is Menuchim, a
different child, said to be epileptic and retarded but has features of ssmple schizophrenia
or Asperger® Syndrome. With limited motility and languaye (his word of choiceis

QnamaQ), Menudhim is periodically tormented by his older siblingsand is the source of
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much worry for his mother, Deborah. Governed by God®@will, Mendd will notallow
Menudhim to betaken by the Russian dodor who comes to Zuchnowto administer
smallpox vaccinaionsbeven thoughthe dodor pitches an oppotunity for postive
treatment. God, Mendd bdieves, will care for a Jew within His community, notan
outsider dodor. Deborah, hoping beyond hopefor Menuchim, spirits him away
(according to her will, GBod he psthose who hdp themselves [p. 41]Q to the Rabbi in
Kluczysk, who advises tha the family mug never abandonMenudim. Although
Menuadhim is not easily accessible to Mendd, Mendd tries, asfather and melamed, to
contact and communicate with this child, throughquiet hours, throughthe thoughtof life
being jug thetwo of them withoutthe nagging interference of Deborah and the other
children, or throughsimple musc. Roth describes the semind relationship:

At home, around midday, before the scholarsreturned, Mendel and Menuchim remained
alone. Merdel ate a barley soupEt henEl iftedthe child upon his kneeand beganto feed
itEA fter Menuchim had swallowed the soupEh is father would set him upon the
tabeEand starewith tender curiosity into the broad sallow facewith its wrinkled brow,
netted eyelids, and flaccid double chin. Hetriedto guess what might be going on in that
broadskull, to gazein through awindow in the brain, and by talking to himEt o draw
from the stolid boy some sort of signEBu t Menuchim never regponded Then Mendel
would take a spoon, strike it against ateaglass, and immedately Menuchim would turn
his head and atiny light would flamein his great, grey liquid eyes Mendel would ring
again, begn to sing alittle song and to beattime on the glass with the spoonE (pp. 43-
44).

Mendd@ continuing determination about God Dor his persond hubris B
continues to make life atragedy. He will nat easily fightthe older boyconscription
orders, Q_et each suffer hislot! Let thesonsserve, they won®go to the bad: againg the
will of Heaven there is no power (p. 41).0

But againg Miriam@ carnad impulse, there is necessity for humen action. When
Shemariah, successfully relocated in America, sendsan entrepreneur emissary, Mac, to

Zuchnow, his proposal of American emigration to the family will solve two of Mendd 3
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crudal secular issues: It will take Deborah away from her incessant envy of the profits of
local busnessmen, and it will remove Miriam from her splendorin thegrass. But, there
isaproblem. Menuchim can®go; hewon®make it there, and hewon® makeit in. He
will be denied themythology of America as the promised golden land. Ingead, Mendd
Singe arranges for him to stay in Zuchnowwith the Billes family, and father will send
for sonif thereis oppotunity.

Americafor Mendd Singe islike an acoholic nightmare for Joseph Roth: asone
hopes thingswill get better, they jug gofrombad to worse. In short order Jonas remains
log somewherein Russia; Shemariah iskilled in the First World War after enlistingin
the American army; Deborah, like Biblical Sarah, dies uponthe announ@ment of the
tragedy tha befell her son; Miriam becomes insane (Roth@ tribute to Friedl) andis
ingitutiondized. Mendd, astheoverly tested Job, becomes bitter, reclusve and denies
God, even on Yom Kippur, theholiest of days. He realizestha hislife will end and tha,
because there will beno sonto say Kaddish on his passing, the integrity and timel essness
of Jewish tradition will be denied him. No onewill beleft to prodaim theglory of God
on his behdf.

In despair at theend of thenovd, Mendd Singe isurged by hisfriendsto meet a
world-renowned musician, the composer of a piece called Menuchim@ SongO The
composr goes by the name Alexis Kossak.

Theappdlation of thelast name is no accident, for hewho isresponsble for
Mendd Singe'® downfall (the Cossack) comes back in a different guise as his salvation.

Kossak isin reality Menudim, cured of his affliction by a generousGentile dodor in

13



Russia, and sugained by his near-inchoae memory of aloving father whos nonverbd,
muscal relatedness organized hislife.

Mendd Singe is probably entitled to this redemptive outcome, fandful as some
may seeit. AsJob, Mendd Singe was tested; hislosses would have been experienced
by anyoneas unberable. Yet, even asilent God remainsavailable despite beng denied.
Mendd Singe has an imaginary convesation with Deborah, now dead, in which he
admits that because, in thar relationship, thewarmth of lovewas subgituted by the
chilliness of familiarity, everything aroundthem perished in ruin. When the physcal
edges outthe spiritud, theloss is more than material.

This undestanding yieldsto acceptance; and that probably alows Mendd as Job
to become saved and transormed. After all, Mendd Singa @ lovefor Menudim,
idiosynaratically asit may have manifested, remained untainted. Finding Menuchim,
Mendd Singe has become like Jacob; Menuchim standsin for Joseph, with whomthe
father becomes reunited in old age Both father and son weep at themiracle of the son®
salvation and prosperity, indeed within a paralel Gentile community. Now decrepit,
Mendd leaves the novd with theknowledgetha the father-son relationship has become
lovingly and generationdly reversed. Thesonwill now care for thefather who cared
aboveall for him, with the promise tha there will be new dodors for Miriam and a
search for Jonas in Russia. Where there was pan and suffering, redemption has marched
in with benevolent vengeance. While the problem beween fathers and sonswas partially

solved for Mendd Singe, it remained an enigmatic paradox for Joseph Roth.
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