Call It Sleep Henry Roth

Arguably the most distinguished work of
figtion ever written about immigrant
life. —Lis Harris, The MNew Yorker
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HENRY ROTH

WITH AN INTRODUCTION BY ALFRED KAZIN

Call It Sleep is a powerful and evocative novel written by Henry Roth, first
published in 1934. This literary masterpiece explores the complexities of
immigrant life in early 20th-century America through the eyes of a young boy
named David Schearl. Roth's semi-autobiographical narrative delves into
themes of identity, family, and the challenges of growing up in a world that
feels foreign and overwhelming. This article will examine the novel's key
themes, characters, historical context, and its lasting impact on American
literature.

Thematic Exploration in "Call It Sleep"

Identity and Alienation

One of the most prominent themes in Call It Sleep is the struggle for
identity and the feeling of alienation that accompanies it. David Schearl,
the protagonist, grapples with his sense of self as the son of Jewish
immigrants in New York City. His experiences reflect the broader immigrant



experience, characterized by:

1. Cultural Displacement: David's family hails from Eastern Europe, and their
customs and traditions clash with the American way of life. This cultural
disparity creates a sense of dislocation for David, who often feels caught
between two worlds.

2. Language Barriers: Language serves as a significant barrier for David and
his family. The struggle to communicate not only highlights their outsider
status but also contributes to David's feelings of isolation.

3. Family Dynamics: The strained relationships within David's family further
exacerbate his sense of alienation. His father, Albert, is portrayed as a
domineering figure whose harshness creates an emotionally charged environment
that David finds difficult to navigate.

Childhood and Innocence

Roth's depiction of childhood is both poignant and heart-wrenching. David's
journey through the trials of growing up is marked by moments of innocence
overshadowed by fear and confusion. Key aspects include:

- Imagination vs. Reality: David's rich imagination often serves as an escape
from the harsh realities of his life. His dreams and fantasies provide a
temporary refuge, allowing him to momentarily distance himself from the chaos
around him.

- Loss of Innocence: As the story progresses, David's innocence is gradually
stripped away. His encounters with the adult world reveal the complexities of
human relationships, including betrayal, violence, and loss.

- Symbolism of Sleep: The title itself, Call It Sleep, signifies both a
desire for peace and a retreat from the tumult of life. Sleep becomes a

metaphor for David's yearning to escape his troubles and find solace in a
world that often feels overwhelming.

Character Analysis

David Schearl

David Schearl is the heart of Call It Sleep. His character is intricately
developed, embodying the struggles of many immigrant children. Key traits
include:

- Sensitivity: David is a deeply sensitive child, attuned to the emotional



undercurrents of his family and environment. His ability to feel deeply often
leads to a heightened sense of anxiety and fear.

- Curiosity: David's curiosity drives him to explore the world around him,
even as he grapples with the boundaries imposed by his family and society.

- Resilience: Despite the challenges he faces, David exhibits remarkable
resilience. His capacity to adapt and survive in a hostile environment speaks
to the broader immigrant experience.

Albert Schearl

David’s father, Albert Schearl, represents the authoritarian figure in
David's life. His character is complex and multifaceted:

- Harshness: Albert’s strict demeanor and oppressive nature create a tense
household atmosphere. His inability to express love or affection towards
David leaves a lasting impact on the boy.

- Cultural Struggles: Albert embodies the struggles of many immigrant parents
who face the pressures of assimilation while trying to maintain their
cultural identity. His conflicts with the American way of life contribute to
his bitterness and frustration.

Other Key Characters

- Genya Schearl: David's mother, Genya, serves as a source of warmth and
compassion in his life. Her struggles to bridge the gap between her husband
and son highlight the complexities of family dynamics in immigrant
households.

- Mendel: A neighbor who serves as a foil to the Schearl family, Mendel's
character introduces themes of friendship and betrayal, emphasizing the
importance of social connections in David's life.

Historical Context

Call It Sleep is set against the backdrop of early 20th-century America, a
time when waves of immigrants flocked to the United States in search of a
better life. The historical context of the novel plays a crucial role in
shaping the characters' experiences:

- Immigration Waves: The novel reflects the experiences of Jewish immigrants
from Eastern Europe, who faced discrimination, economic hardship, and
cultural adaptation challenges.



- Urbanization: The bustling streets of New York City serve as a vibrant yet
chaotic landscape for David. The rapid urbanization of the period created
both opportunities and challenges for immigrant families.

- Cultural Assimilation: The tension between maintaining cultural identity
and assimilating into American society is a recurring theme. David's journey
symbolizes the broader struggles faced by many children of immigrants during
this era.

Literary Style and Techniques

Henry Roth employs various literary techniques to enhance the narrative of
Call It Sleep:

Stream of Consciousness

Roth utilizes a stream-of-consciousness style to delve into David's thoughts
and emotions. This technique allows readers to experience David's inner
turmoil and confusion more intimately, creating a sense of immediacy and
connection.

Imagery and Symbolism

The novel is rich in imagery and symbolism, which serve to deepen its
thematic exploration:

- Light and Darkness: Roth frequently contrasts light and darkness,
symbolizing hope and despair. David's experiences often oscillate between
moments of clarity and overwhelming confusion.

- Nature: Natural elements are used to mirror David's emotional state. For
example, scenes set in parks or gardens often evoke a sense of peace, while
urban settings amplify his feelings of alienation.

Realism and Detail

Roth's meticulous attention to detail creates a vivid portrayal of the
immigrant experience. His descriptions of the sights, sounds, and smells of
New York City immerse readers in the vibrant yet challenging world that David
inhabits.



Impact and Legacy

Call It Sleep remains a significant work in American literature, influencing
generations of writers and readers alike. Its exploration of the immigrant
experience resonates with many, making it a timeless classic. Key aspects of
its legacy include:

- Influence on Later Writers: The novel has inspired numerous authors,
particularly those exploring themes of identity, family, and the immigrant
experience. Writers such as Philip Roth and Saul Bellow have cited Henry
Roth's work as a significant influence on their own.

- Cultural Significance: The portrayal of immigrant life in Call It Sleep
contributes to a broader understanding of the American experience,
highlighting the challenges and triumphs of those who seek a better life in a
new land.

- Rediscovery and Critique: After being relatively obscure for several
decades, Call It Sleep has experienced a resurgence in popularity, with
scholars and readers alike recognizing its literary brilliance and cultural
relevance.

In conclusion, Call It Sleep by Henry Roth is a profound exploration of the
immigrant experience through the lens of childhood. Its rich themes, complex
characters, and intricate narrative style combine to create a masterpiece
that continues to resonate with readers today. As we reflect on David
Schearl's journey, we gain insight into the universal struggles of identity,
belonging, and the quest for understanding in a world that often feels alien.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'Call It Sleep' by Henry
Roth?

The main theme of 'Call It Sleep' revolves around the struggles of immigrant
identity, the complexities of childhood, and the harsh realities of urban
life in early 20th-century New York.

Who is the protagonist of 'Call It Sleep'?

The protagonist of 'Call It Sleep' is David Schearl, a young Jewish boy
navigating the challenges of growing up in a new country.

How does Henry Roth portray the immigrant experience
in the novel?

Henry Roth portrays the immigrant experience through vivid descriptions of



the struggles, fears, and cultural conflicts faced by David and his family,
emphasizing their dislocation and search for belonging.

What narrative style is used in 'Call It Sleep'?

The novel employs a stream-of-consciousness narrative style, allowing readers
to intimately experience David's thoughts, emotions, and perceptions.

What role does family play in 'Call It Sleep'?

Family plays a crucial role in 'Call It Sleep', highlighting both the support
and the tensions within immigrant families as they adjust to their new lives.

How does the setting of New York City influence the
story?

The setting of New York City serves as a backdrop that reflects the chaos and
vibrancy of urban life, significantly influencing David's experiences and
perceptions of the world around him.

What are some significant symbols in 'Call It
Sleep'?

Significant symbols in the novel include light and darkness, representing
knowledge and ignorance, and the city itself, symbolizing both opportunity
and alienation.

Why is 'Call It Sleep' considered a modernist work?

"Call It Sleep' is considered a modernist work due to its experimental
narrative techniques, focus on psychological depth, and exploration of
existential themes.

What impact did 'Call It Sleep' have on American
literature?

‘Call It Sleep' is hailed as a groundbreaking work that paved the way for
future immigrant narratives and influenced writers exploring themes of
identity and alienation.

How does Roth address the theme of childhood in
'Call It Sleep'?

Roth addresses the theme of childhood by depicting David's experiences of
innocence, fear, and discovery, capturing the complexities of growing up in a
challenging environment.
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