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Foreword





What would modern American literature be like without its Jewish writers? Greatly impoverished, one has to say. Salinger, Bellow, Roth, Mailer, Malamud, Heller … these are the first names that spring to mind in response to that question, but there are many others who have brought a distinctively Jewish sensibility, intelligence and wit to bear on American experience and enhanced the American vernacular as a literary medium. Among those who are less well known than they should be in this country is Leonard Michaels, who was born in New York City in 1933 and died in 2003. I doubt if I would have become acquainted with his work if I hadn’t had the good fortune to meet him in 1969 when I was a visiting associate professor at Berkeley, where he taught creative writing and Romantic literature. We remained friends and correspondents until his death, and it feels natural to me to refer to him as ‘Lenny’.


His first books, Going Places (1969) and I Would Have Saved Them If I Could (1975), were highly praised in America by writers such as William Styron and Susan Sontag, but attracted little interest when they were published in Britain. This was partly because of the resistance of British readers to collections of short stories, and partly because Lenny’s concentrated, genre-busting stories were so challengingly unfamiliar in content and form, written with an intensity that demanded a corresponding effort from the reader. Even in the USA he never achieved the high-profile success that might have been predicted from the reception of his first book, which was nominated for the National Book Award. This was partly because he worked slowly, continually rewriting and refining the same material, and never attempted anything resembling the Great American Novel. At the time of his death obituaries described his career as disappointing, but when his publishers began reissuing his early work a few years later it was ‘rediscovered’ and his reputation in America was soon higher than ever, an irony that would not be lost on Lenny if his spirit survives somewhere.


Interest in his work on this side of the Atlantic should be stimulated by the publication for the first time here of the novel Sylvia, a riveting account of his first marriage. The text has an interesting history. It first appeared in the US in 1990 as the final item in a book called Shuffle, described by his publishers as a collection of ‘autobiographical fiction in the form of confession, memoir, journal, essay and short story’. ‘Sylvia’ was a blend of all these genres, but essentially a short-story-length memoir. Two years later the author revised and extended the text, and it was reissued as ‘an autobiographical novel’. Lenny had perceived that his passionate, stormy and finally tragic relationship with this woman was symptomatic of the seismic upheaval in American culture and society that happened in the sixties, beginning in New York. Much of the new writing in this version, as well as tracing in more detail his involvement with Sylvia, registers the changes in manners and morals that the writer observed when, after several years spent in the Midwest and California, he returned to New York in 1960 with two uncompleted PhD programmes behind him and a lot of unpublished short stories in his baggage. Though it is his own story, he is never actually identified in the text as Leonard Michaels, but referred to only as ‘I’, or by others as ‘you’.


As the novel opens, he is living idly with his indulgent mother and disapproving father in the Lower East Side of Manhattan – a Jewish couple evoked with typical economy.




My mother let me feel like a child. It seemed natural. ‘What are you doing?’ she said. ‘Washing dishes? Please, please, go away. Sit down. Have a cup of coffee.’ My father sighed, shook his head, lit a cigar. Saying nothing, he told me that I hadn’t done much to make him happy.





Then one fateful day he goes to visit an old friend, Naomi, who is living on MacDougal Street in Greenwich Village, an area he knows well.




But I’d been gone two years … I hadn’t sensed the new apocalyptic atmosphere … There had been developments in sensibility, a visionary contagion derived maybe from drugs – marijuana, heroin, uppers, downers … Weird delirium was in the air …





Naomi is sharing her squalid apartment with a young woman called Sylvia Bloch, who has just stepped out of the makeshift shower in the kitchen and is brushing her long, wet, black hair when he arrives.




She said hello but didn’t look at me. Too much engaged, tipping her head right and left, tossing the heavy black weight of hair like a shining sash … Then, from behind long, black bangs, her eyes moved, looked at me. The question of what to do with my life was resolved for the next four years.





They go for a walk with Naomi and a friend, but peel off and return to the apartment having exchanged hardly a word, ‘like a couple doomed to a sacrificial assignation … We made love until afternoon became twilight and twilight became black night.’


There follows a sequence that combines serious emotion with comedy in a way that is distinctively Lenny’s, and also demonstrates his mastery of both the short declarative sentence and the long lyrical sentence, and how to combine them. As they lie naked on the couch, Sylvia disconcertingly mentions that she has a boyfriend – and that he is coming to the apartment that evening to collect a swimsuit. She finds the garment in the dark, hangs it by the jockstrap on the apartment’s doorknob, and returns to the couch.




We lay in the balmy darkness, waiting for him. I wanted to get dressed, but I didn’t move. After a while we heard a slow trudge coming up the stairway. It was a man. He seemed to heave himself up from step to step, wearily. We heard him on the linoleum in the hallway. From the weight of his steps, I figured he knew Sylvia had been unfaithful. He was big. He could break my head. His steps ended at the door, ten feet from where we lay. He didn’t knock. He’d seen his swimsuit and was contemplating it, reading its message … He said, ‘Sylvia?’ … We lay very still, hardly breathing, bodies without mass or contour, dissolving, becoming the darkness. Then … he went away, stomping down the hall, down the stairs. I felt sorry for him … Would it happen to me, too? Of course it would, but she lay beside me now and the cruel uncertainty of love was only an idea, a moody flavour, a pleasing sorrow of the summer night. We turned to each other, renewed by the drama of betrayal, and made love again.





Infidelity is in fact the least hurtful of the many things Sylvia does to him, and it happens very late in a relationship that has already gone far beyond the ordinary conflicts that divide couples who are cohabiting or married. Sylvia, whose parents are dead and has no other visible family, turns out to be a deeply disturbed young woman, subject to sudden, violent mood swings, and prone to self-harming.


She calls him at his parents’ apartment to say she has slit her wrists and he dashes back to MacDougal Street only to find that the cuts are superficial. ‘Having done it before, she was good at it.’ She sends him out to buy Tampax for her, relishing his embarrassment. ‘I decided never to do it again. As if she’d read my mind, she stopped asking.’ Sylvia delights in teasing, tormenting and humiliating her lover, who is anxious and miserable most of the time, but unable to tear himself away. Physically they are bound together by sex, but it is of a joyless, compulsive, angry kind. ‘We sometimes went from fighting to sex … As in a metaphor, one thing was another. Raging, hating, I wanted to fuck, and she did too.’ His decent, conventional parents encourage him to support this orphaned Jewish girl, but what really keeps him in thrall to her are the brief, fleeting interludes when she is charming and tender, and a delusion that ‘her hysteria and her accusations were not revolting and contemptible but a highly moral thing … They were fiery illuminations, moments of perverse grace. Not the manifestations of lunacy.’ He reminds us that ‘in those days R. D. Laing and others sang praises to the condition of being nuts’. The drug culture which was spreading like an epidemic at this time provided a kind of anaesthetic to the violence and pain of their lives together and of other damaged lives with which they came into contact. Leonard Michaels’ view of society’s liberation from repressive constraints in the sixties is a dark one, at some distance from the stereotypes of flower power, peace and love.


After a year or so – the event is not located precisely in time, or described – they marry. Of course marriage only makes his situation worse, giving Sylvia more opportunities to complain and manipulate, fight and scream. Eventually he realises that ‘Even if, somehow, I loved her and would always love her, our life together was hell, and could never be otherwise.’ He takes steps to distance himself from her and their chaotic married life. I will leave readers to discover how the story plays out to its inevitable end.


Lenny’s academic field was Romanticism, and Sylvia belongs to a literary tradition of the femme fatale represented by such figures as Keats’ ‘La Belle Dame Sans Merci’, Geraldine in Coleridge’s ‘Christabel’, and the mad first Mrs Rochester in Jane Eyre. It had its roots in the sorceresses and witches of older literature (there is a hint of this in Sylvia’s black cat, with a broken tail ‘like a flattened Z, or a lightning bolt’) and continued in many portrayals of seductive and transgressive women in late Romantic and modern writing. Lenny’s treatment of this archetype belongs to the postmodern period, one feature of which has been a conscious blurring of the distinction between factual and fictional narrative in such forms as the ‘non-fiction novel’, the New Journalism, and the biographical novel. In an influential book called Reality Hunger: A Manifesto published in 2010, the American writer David Shields celebrated this movement, and listed among its attributes:




‘raw’ material, seemingly unprocessed, unfiltered, uncensored … spontaneity … artistic risk, emotional urgency and intensity … self-reflexivity, self-ethnography, anthropological autobiography; a blurring (to the point of invisibility) of any distinction between fiction and non-fiction: the lure and blur of the real.





It is not surprising to find Sylvia among the works identified by Shields as examples and precursors of this kind of writing.


Shields says, ‘I like to write stuff that’s only an inch from life, from what really happened, but all the art of course is in that inch.’ It would be tempting to apply the same trope to Sylvia, but misleading, for there is no reason to suppose that anything in the story didn’t really happen. It is appropriately called ‘a novel’ not because it contains fictional elements but because it resembles a novel in the alternation of the discourse between narrative and dialogue, but without compromising its documentary truthfulness. This is a remarkable feat, because a memoirist can rarely recall accurately more than a few fragments of conversations that took place in the past – thirty years ago in this case. But in the introduction to a selection of his diaries, Time Out Of Mind (1999), Lenny revealed that when he decided to write a memoir of Sylvia he read – for the first time since he wrote it – a journal he kept during their years together, in which, unknown to her, he wrote down the things she said, so that he was able to quote them, ‘letting her speak for herself. In this way she lived in her uniquely wonderful manner.’ In the second, longer version of Sylvia he interpolated extracts from this journal in the text, so that we hear his own inner voice from that time too, adding authenticity to the retrospective narrative. One entry dated January 1962 is the only clue to the date of their marriage, and a poignant cry from the depths: ‘I have no job, no job, no job. I’m not published. I have nothing to say. I’m married to a madwoman.’


Mad she was, but also in his memory ‘uniquely wonderful’. This book has its place in the extensive modern literature of psychopathology, but what makes it so moving and memorable is the expression of a love, that in spite of all the misery and distress Sylvia caused Leonard Michaels, was never entirely extinguished.
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How unattainable life is, it only reveals


its features in memory


in nonexistence.
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IN 1960, after two years of graduate school at Berkeley, I returned to New York without a PhD or any idea what I’d do, only a desire to write stories. I’d also been to graduate school at the University of Michigan, from 1953 to 1956. All in all, five years of classes in literature. I don’t know how else I might have spent those five years, but I didn’t want to hear more lectures, study for more exams, or see myself growing old in the library. There was an advertisement in the school paper for someone to take a car from Berkeley to New York, expenses paid. I made a phone call. A few days later, I was driving a Cadillac convertible through mountains and prairies, going back home, an over-specialised man, twenty-seven years old, who smoked cigarettes and could give no better account of himself than to say ‘I love to read.’ It doesn’t qualify the essential picture, but I had a lot of friends, got along with my parents, and women liked me. Speeding towards the great city in a big, smooth-flowing car that wasn’t mine, I felt humoured by the world.


My parents’ apartment on the Lower East Side of Manhattan, four rooms and a balcony, was too small for another adult, but I wouldn’t be staying long. Anyhow, my mother let me feel like a child. It seemed natural. ‘What are you doing?’ she said. ‘Washing dishes? Please, please, go away. Sit down. Have a cup of coffee.’


My father sighed, shook his head, lit a cigar. Saying nothing, he told me that I hadn’t done much to make him happy.


From their balcony, fourteen storeys high, I looked down into Seward Park. Women sat along the benches, chatting. Their children played in the sandbox. Basketball and stickball games, on courts nearby, were in process morning and afternoon. On Sundays, a flea market would be rapidly set up in a corner of the park – cheap, bright, ugly clothing strewn along the benches. In the bushes, you could talk to a man about hot cameras and TV sets. At night, beneath the lush canopy of sycamores and oaks, prostitutes brought customers. Beyond the park, looking north, I saw Delancey Street, the mouth of the Williamsburg Bridge eating and disgorging traffic. Further north were the Empire State Building and the Chrysler Building. Ever since I was a little kid, I’d thought of them as two very important city people. A few degrees to the right, I saw the complicated steel-work of the 59th Street Bridge. To the west, beyond Chinatown (where Arlene Ng, age ten, my first great love, once lived) and beyond Little Italy (where they shot Joey Gallo in Umberto’s Clam House on Mulberry Street), loomed Wall Street’s financial buildings and the Manhattan Bridge. Trucks, cars, and trains flashed through the grid of cables, crossing the East River to and from Brooklyn. Freighters progressed slowly, as if in a dream, to and from the ocean. In the sky, squadrons of pigeons made grand loops, and soaring gulls made line drawings. There were also streaking sparrows, and airplanes heading towards India and Brazil. All day and night, from every direction, came the hum of the tremendum.


I talked for hours on the telephone, telling my friends that I was home, and I sat up late at the kitchen table, drinking coffee, reading, and smoking. Most of the city slept. In the quiet, I heard police sirens as far away as Houston Street. Sometimes, I was awakened around noon or later by the smells of my mother’s cooking which, like sunlight, became more subtle as the hours passed. Days were much alike. I didn’t know Monday from Wednesday until I saw it in the newspaper. I’d forget immediately. After my parents had gone to bed, I’d step out to buy The Times, then stare at the columns of want ads. Among thousands upon thousands of jobs, none said my name. I wanted to do something. I didn’t want something to do. Across the darkened living room, down the hall, in the big bed with my mother, my father lay snoring.


Whatever my regrets about school – lost years, no PhD – I wasn’t yet damaged by judgement. I hadn’t failed badly at anything – like Francis Gary Powers, for example, whose name I heard every day. His U-2 spy plane had been shot down over Russia, and he’d failed to kill himself before being captured. Instead, he confessed to being a spy. President Eisenhower, who claimed the U-2 was a weather plane, looked like a liar.


There were few heroes. Malcolm X and Fidel Castro, fantastically courageous, were figures of violent disorder. They had both been in jail. But even in sports, where heroes are simple, they could be the focus of violence. A mob swarmed out of the stands after a ball game, surrounded the great Mickey Mantle, tore off his hat, clawed his face, and punched him in the jaw so hard they had to take X rays to see if the bone was broken.


The odour of fresh newsprint, an oily film on my fingertips, mixed with cigarette smoke and the taste of coffee. Pages turned and crackled like fire, or like breaking bones. I read that 367 were killed in traffic accidents during the Memorial Day weekend, and, since the first automobile, over a million had been killed on our roads, more than in all our wars. And look: two sisters were found dead in their apartment on Gracie Square, in the bathtub, wearing nightgowns. A razor lay in the hand of one of the sisters. Blood wasn’t mentioned. This was old-style journalism, respectfully distanced from personal tragedy. Nothing was said about how the sisters had arranged themselves in the tub. Their life drained away as the crowd vomited out of the stands to worship and mutilate Mickey Mantle. There were really no large meanings, only cries of the phenomena. I read assiduously. I kept in touch with my species.
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About a week after I arrived, I phoned Naomi Kane, a good pal from the University of Michigan. We’d spent many hours together drinking coffee in the Student Union, centre of romantic social life, gossip, and general sloth. Naomi, who had grown up in Detroit, in a big, comfortable house with elm trees all around, lived now in Greenwich Village, on the sixth floor of an old brick tenement on MacDougal Street.


‘Push the street door hard,’ she said. ‘There is no bell and the lock doesn’t work.’


From my parents’ apartment I walked to the subway, caught the F train, took a seat, and was stunned into insentient passivity. The train shrieked through the rock bowels of Manhattan to the West Fourth Street station. I walked up three flights of stairs in the dingy, resonant cavern, then out into the light of a hot Sunday afternoon.


Village streets carried slow, turgid crowds of sightseers, especially MacDougal Street, the main drag between Eighth and Bleecker, the famous Eighth Street Bookshop at one end, the famous San Remo bar at the other. I’d walked MacDougal Street innumerable times during my high school days, when my girlfriend lived in the Village, and, later, all through college, when my second girlfriend lived in the Village. But I’d been gone two years. I hadn’t seen these huge new crowds, and new stores and coffee houses all along the way. I hadn’t sensed the new apocalyptic atmosphere.
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