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Abstract:

Philip Roth's novel, Sabbath’s Theater (1995) has gained a reputation as one of the boldest
and most controversial novels in contemporary Jewish-American literature. This paper
investigates the themes of identity, mortality, sexuality, and rebellion in the novel as well as
its postmodern qualities. It analyzes the main character Mickey Sabbath, a physically
deteriorating, morally deviant, sex-obsessed puppeteer. It also explores Roth's artistic attacks
on bourgeois ethos, his transgressions against religious and cultural authority, and his
examinations of performativity and the grotesque. This article’s analysis is derived from the
opinions expressed by various famous critics and interprets intertextual references to
Shakespeare and investigates the intertextuality of Shakespeare, the novel’s epigraph from
The Tempest, and the symbolic meaning of the title. Finally, Sabbath's Theater is revealed
as a disturbing, darkly humorous reflection on mortality and artistic integrity.
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Introduction

Philip Roth's Sabbath's Theater garnered a range of critical responses for its sexually
explicit content and its morally complex protagonist. On September 10, 1995, in a review
for The New York Times, literary critic William H. Pritchard (1995) praised the book as an
embodiment of Roth’s vision of a partly fictitious life of artistic freedom and rebellion
against mortality. On the other hand, Michiko Kakutani (1995) offered a much more negative
assessment of Sabbath's Theater in her review for The New York Times on August 22, 1995,
noting the sexual obsession and angst that Roth had explored previously in Portnoy's
Complaint. Roth's refusal to temper his narrative impulse, paired with the extreme amorality
of his protagonist, left Kakutani (1995) deply uncomfortable. Zhu Jie (2009), a student at
Fudan University, provided a more academic and contemplative interpretation in her
master’s thesis published in 2009, entitled “Everyman’s Complaint”, delving into self-
identity and the reconstruction of life. According to Jie (2009)., Roth brings the concept of
an identity crisis to a more personal level when he seamlessly intertwines autobiography
with fiction. Roth’s statement through Sabbath suggests, “Obscenity is the name given to the
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realistic depiction of things as they are, and not as they ought to be,” (256) this line captures
both the artistic ethos and the controversy of the novel.

In the novel, Sabbath’s Theatre Roth layers complex metaphorical meaning with
Jewish religious reference in the very title of the novel. In Jewdaism, “Sabbath” refers to a
holy day of rest, spiritual renewal, and avoidance of work. However, Roth plays with the
whole idea by linking “Sabbath” with Mickey Sabbath, an elderly puppeteer, whose chaotic
struggle to annihilate himself raises doubts about its holiness. It also complicates the title by
inserting “Theater.” One aspect is Mickey's history as a puppeteer and performer. On the
other hand, it refers to theatrical elements reminiscent of Shakespeare, with references to
characters like Hamlet, King Lear, and Prospero. This intertextuality situates Sabbath's
mental disintegration within a sublime tragicomic framework, extrapolating his demise from
the microscopic -his recurrent illusions of the past, his hollow ontological identity, and his
nascent death- to the macroscopic: experience of higher truth and greater identity, apart from
the illusion of the self. The word “theater” implies a kind of illusion or performance, a kind
of getting dressed up in a fake identity: Mickey, like his puppetry, is a meaning-free,
performative identity without inherent being.

A phrase from The Tempest, one of Shakespeare's greatest works, opens the novel
with an epigraph: “Every third thought shall be my grave.” This line metaphorically and
literally arranges Sabbath’s story as a confrontation with mortality. Like Prospero, who
abandons his magical abilities and prepares to die at the end of his play, Sabbath is forced
to confront the reality of growing older and relinquishing the reins of power. Much of Roth’s
narrative follows Sabbath’s absurdity and his hapless, ludicrous efforts to buy a grave to
mediate the relationship between absurdity and desire in death and memory. From this
perspective, Sabbath is every bit a Shakespearean fool and an existential anti-hero, a mix of
Falstaffian roguery, Lear-like lessons in madness, and a Prospero who relinquishes his
powers. Roth provides a powerful illustration of Sabbath’s comic yet tragic obsession with
death, he writes:

What he wanted was to lie down beside Drenka forever, to rot next to her in peace,
to be dead where she was dead, the worms eating them side by side—his final intimacy. But
even death, it seemed, refused to take him seriously. The grave was no more accommodating
than the world above it. (Sabbath’s Theater 311)

Roth’s Sabbath’s Theater depicts the last days of Mickey Sabbath, an old, Jewish
puppeteer who roams the contours of Massachusetts and Manhattan with loose, arthritic
hands that appear to both foreshadow his physical decline and point to the limitlessness of
his life-force. Despite support from his Croatian immigrant lover who hails from the same
cultural background like him, that stokes his lust, sense of mischief, and rebellious spirit.
When she succumbs to cancer, Sabbath falls apart, even more, becoming increasingly
disconnected from the outside world, and gradually craving self-obliteration. The episodic
form of this novel is a postmodern sensibility foregrounding how the protagonist grapples
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with the warped nothingness of the loss that he endured, his memories that this loss has
stolen, and the unnerving defiance it has invoked. Roth casts Sabbath as a relic of a past era,
a dying breed, “one-time puppet master of the Indecent Theater of Manhattan” (Sabbath’s
Theater 12) subtly suggesting that the artist's reputation as a provocateur is both his legacy
and his curse. Roth writes, “He’d been a scandal all his life—scandal was his profession—
and now scandal had turned into grief. He was without her, and without her, he was without
himself. The master of misrule had been orphaned by death” (Sabbath’s Theater 75).

Critic Richard Stern describes Sabbath as “a marvelous, new, if somewhat repellent
character, a sort of Dostoievskian force of nature, American style.” (248). Stern embodies
the elemental force and unadulterated life that makes Sabbath a complex and unsettling
figure in American-Jewish literature of the postmodern era. In the perpetual Sabbath, Roth
holds a harsh mirror of Amercian suburban domesticity and cultural hypocrisy. As Sabbath
notes, “Many Americans hated their homes. The number of home-less in America couldn’t
touch the number of Americans who had homes and families and hated the whole thing”
(Sabbath’s Theater 100). He does not rebel as a reaction to unavoidable immoral events but
has a revolutionary character. His dead mother had already predicted the ultimate insanity,
who haunts him knows this: “Even killing yourself you won’t do with dignity” (Sabbath’s
Theater 160). An unrelenting battle against the world he has withdrawn from, Mickey
Sabbath is a self-created pariah, a prisoner unable to contain his instinctive urge to mock,
subvert, and dismantle societal norms. As the novel progresses, he is depicted as a nomadic,
grotesque figure who roams forever outside the borders of American bourgeois
respectability. His performances, sexual escapades, and wilful provocations are sins against
the comfortable, he argues, part of his so-called challenge to bourgeois morality. He is
described as “a saboteur for subversion”, a man who had the ability “to overawe and horrify
ordinary people” (Sabbath’s Theater 151). His joy lies in taboo transgressions, doing the
unlawful and immoral. Moreover, he feels happy only by making people feel uncomfortable.
Roth’s protagonist Sabbath had “free spirit” in his youth, according to Norman, who praised
his vigor and attractiveness: “There’s a bull in Sabbath. He goes all out” (Sabbath’s Theater
331). Although Sabbath is not physically attractive, he has erotic energy that makes women
feel drawn to him, perhaps because of his complete moral ugliness. His fictional epitaph,”
Destroyer of Morals, Ensnarer of Youth” (Sabbath’s Theater 376), is a fitting homage for
the direction in which life sent him. Sabbath's early ambitions came from loyalty to family
and the desire to fill the gap created by the death of his brother Morty. However, this
ambition soon collapsed in the face of existential purposelessness and defiance. His post-
high school journey to New York marked the beginning of his descent into chaos and self-
invention. The irony of his name Sabbath, symbolizing rest and reverence, is in stark
opposition to his life-long dedication to destruction. At one point, he tells the psychiatric
patients living with his wife “Everything is destroyed and I destroyed it” (Sabbath’s Theater
256). In this process, Sabbath becomes a sort of sexual excess that is self-destructive. He
compares himself to Falstaff the fatted fowl, the vagabond of debauchery: “villainous
abominable misleader of youth” (Sabbath’s Theater 53). In his commitment to sex,
asceticism is parodied here: “You must devote yourself to fucking the way a monk devotes
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himself to God” (Sabbath’s Theater 60). Sabbath reinterprets sexuality as a kind of force
for life and a tool against death.

Roth presents Sabbath's lifeless body as a battleground between vitality and decay,
and his hands symbolize his sexuality and creativity, formerly instrumental in the
performances of his puppet shows. Sabbath's lovers, and certainly Nikki, play a role beyond
that of a sexual partner; they are not just lovers but extensions of his will and ego. Debra
Shostak (2004) writes: “his instrument, his implement, the self-immolating register of his
ready-made world.” Nikki's very name, echoing Mickey’s, suggests a mirrored identity and
implies a reflection that can only shatter beneath the pressure of Sabbath’s dominating
persona. Roth describes: “His fingers, once nimble and clever, were now stiff, rebellious,
untrustworthy... They had been the locus of his power—his art, his touch, his cunning—and
now they betrayed him with every grasp.” (Sabbath’s Theater 42). The strange sexual
adventures of Sabbath masturbating at a grave, over a child’s photograph or recorded
conversations, highlights the conflict between the aesthetic hesitance of postmodern pleasure
and existential despair. In addition to a rabid libertine, Sabbath is depicted as a tragicomic
figure caught in the act of transgression. Howard Jacobson, writing about the ancient Greek
erotic pottery Roth compares to Sabbath's behavior, recalls that the result is at once
celebratory and absurd, a grotesque dance of freedom and futility. Thus, Sabbath's Theater
turns into an allegory for the body's mortality, the disappearance of cultural memory, and the
existential struggle to find meaning in rebellion. Sabbath, the “Monk of Fucking,” embodies
the postmodern man lost in the theatrics of identity but cognizant of his own mortality.
Conclusion

Philip Roth's Sabbath's Theater, on the other hand, offers an unflinching and
shameless portrait of a man whose transgression against the traditional moral order is both
his defining feature and his tragic flaw. Mickey Sabbath is both disgusting and magnetic; a
Rothian figure who pushes the limits of identity, freedom, and moral decay. Sabbath’s
relentless pursuit of pleasure and his impulses blatantly disregard the boundaries imposed by
the rest of society and fight a hopeless battle against death through art and sexuality; he had
lived in defiance of everything respectable, and now he was left with nothing but the ruins
of his own performance. There had never been a script—only improvisation, only instinct—
and now even that was failing him” (Sabbath's Theater 387) Roth manages to unravel the
perfectly stitched seams of the American Dream, Jewish identity, and mental health. Giving
radical theatricality to life itself, Roth's novel, as a story that straddles the border between
comedy and tragedy, holy, and earthly, does not provide the easy closure of a resolution.
However, Sabbath's collapse is not just an individual; it serves as a symbol of a failing
culture that parallels the failure of post-modern America.
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