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Introduction: 

One of the most versatile young Jewish novelists working in America today is Jonathan Lethem. His trademark is the juggling of various genres in one novel: hardboiled detective fiction, the western, science fiction, and more conventional autobiographical fiction can all be fused together in surprising combinations. Lethem is part of a generation of Jewish writers, also encompassing Michael Chabon and Jonathan Safran Foer, who are conversant with the history and practice of American popular culture from comic books, via radio, film and TV, to music. These authors use a variety of cultural texts in their novels to create a marked dialogism and a polyphonic intertextuality with mainstream culture as well as subcultural texts.

In the case of Lethem’s novel Motherless Brooklyn (1999), the intertexts are primarily detective fictions in all media ranging from pulp novels and comic books to radio, TV and movie detective stories. What further marks this novel as a thoroughly original contribution to the detective genre is Lethem’s use of Tourette’s Syndrome as a master metaphor for postmodern American society, and for the problems inherent in finding or constructing a stable identity in such conditions.

The protagonist, Lionel Essrog, suffers from Tourette’s syndrome, which in many ways disqualifies him from being a good detective (echolalia and other compulsions make it hard for him to work undercover), but in other ways makes him a unique detective (his compulsive attention to detail is, for instance, a great help). He is also an orphan, who suddenly finds himself without a mentor, when his adopted father figure is murdered in a rather gruesome fashion.

This paper focuses on Lionel’s discovery of self and the transition he experiences from having defined himself exclusively in terms of his syndrome and his status as orphan, towards discovering a possible belonging in a Jewish identity. Encoded in Lionel’s last name, “Essrog”, is a kernel of kabalistic, symbolic meaning, which Lionel remains unaware of, but which the reader is invited to detect and develop, as Lionel himself grows more and more confident as a tic’ing, Tourettic detective.

In order to understand Lethem’s narrative strategies we must establish at least two contexts. The first traces a general cultural symptomology regarding the status of disorder as carrier of a potential for mapping and understanding a traumatic contemporary world. The second is a more conventional literary context, charting the mongrelization of literary genres in postmodern literature. It is exactly via these two contexts it becomes possible to situate Lethem’s novel as a lens through which we can focus on the conditions for identity construction in the 21st century.

Symptomology of the postmodern condition

Disorder - both in narrative and of narrative - is omni-present today, and trauma and syndromes proliferate: Tourette’s has become a trope for the whole post-modern condition... Amnesia is more widespread than in living memory... Attention Deficiency Disorder adds up... These disorders and their names are more familiar to us than ever before, and the terminology of trauma and symptomology no longer belongs to a narrow professional (medical or therapeutic) register. We are disorder-, syndrome- and trauma-aware like never before. This greater awareness and label dissemination indicates that a popularisation of trauma terminology has taken place, and that these labels have entered a wider cultural field. The reason for this could be that we now like to mirror ourselves in the various offerings of available trauma images, trying on trauma for size. This is also reflected in the increasing number of popular culture treatments in various media of psychological disabilities, whether it be in books, TV or films (portraits of sufferers of mental disorders are always potential Oscar-winner material for movie actors).

The late 1990s and early 2000s have especially brought us numerous portraits of Tourette’s sufferers. A search on Amazon.com reveals no less than 1.327 books with references to the word Tourette in them, many of them offering personal testimonies about living, and presumably coping with the syndrome. This number alone seems to suggest, not only that the syndrome is widely known and discussed in the general public, but also that a certain voyeuristic interest has developed, since it is hardly possible that all these books are only read by relatives of Tourette’s patients or the patients themselves. That voyeurism is playing a part in the popularisation of Tourette’s could be said to be substantiated by the fact that several TV shows and feature films have had Tourette’s sufferers as protagonists in the same period (for instance several episodes of Ally McBeal (fourth season, 2000-2001), and movies such as Niagara, Niagara (1998)). There are also other instances of the dissemination of the label in the pop culture realm, and among these we may note the existence of punk bands such as Tourette’s Lautrec and Pussy Tourette, both names which inscribe themselves in the tradition of subcultural bricolage, a practice where negative or stigmatic labels are embraced, both for their (out-group) shock value and for their (in-group) semiotic value in signalling cool deviance.

What interests us particularly here, though, is the growing number of semi-fictional and fictional treatments of Tourette’s. Books bordering on the fictional can be found in the semi-documentary and very popular work of Oliver Sacks. One of his books (The Man Who Mistook His Wife for a Hat (1985)) bears the revealing subtitle “Clinical Tales”, thus using a telling mixture of archetextual or generic markers to place the book squarely between fact and fiction. Sacks’s books have also inspired several TV documentaries. Fully fictional treatments are, however, rarer to find, but another Amazon search turns up the existence of a keyword category in their databases, called “Tourette syndrome; Fiction”. The set of entries in this database currently consists of 5, and I list the titles and years of publication as evidence of the period in which the dissemination has reached the field of popular fiction: Peter Lefcourt The Woody (1998), Daniel Hecht Skull Session (1998), Gwyn Hyman Rubio Icy Sparks (1998), Marcia Byalick Quit It (2002). Of the four titles I have mentioned here, one is a thriller, one a political satire, and the two female-authored books are tales of girls growing up in rural America. Tourette’s syndrome thus seems to have wandered effortlessly into the pop cultural realm, and to be particularly effective for light entertainment purposes.

But even the field of detective fiction (which used to be the epistemological genre par excellence) has become infected with representations of this particularly ontologically unstable disorder. Postmodern detective novels have become increasingly common in the last twenty years (particularly pastiches of the hard-boiled sub-genre), but Jonathan Lethem’s Motherless Brooklyn is a strikingly fresh contribution to that emergent sub-genre, and in its treatment of identity issues even points beyond the postmodern narrative form. Lethem’s novel is, indeed, both a pastiche of, and a substantial addition to the hard-boiled tradition. This duality is evident in the occurrence of metageneric comments on the detective tradition, such as: “Have you ever felt in the course of reading a detective novel, a guilty thrill of relief at having a character murdered before he can step onto the page and burden you with his actual existence? Detective stories have too many characters anyway. And characters mentioned early on but never sighted, just lingering offstage, take on an awful portentous quality. Better to have them gone.” (Lethem, 1999:119)

The postmodern detective novel

Theorists such as Stefano Tani (The Doomed Detective, 1984) have charted the shift towards the postmodern version of the detective novel. Characteristic of this move are the following features: Rather than complete epistemological satisfaction at the end of the reading of a detective story, the reader is offered only conditional closure, or worse, complete lack thereof (reversing one of the fundamental elements in the reading protocol of the conventional detective story, namely that the crime must be solved to the reader’s satisfaction); rather than a trustworthy protagonist (whether a professional or an enthusiastic amateur) the text features a reluctant or problematic detective, who stumbles or bumbles through the process of attempting to solve the crime (this reverses the fixed point of detective fiction, traditionally revolving around the central figure of the detective, labelled by another critic (Marty Roth) as “the constant character”, and ultimately the sine qua non of detective fiction); rather than a decodable ethics of the fiction with an ultimate re-establishing of the distinction between good and evil, the postmodern detective fiction thrives on projecting a relativist ethos, where good and evil are presented as contingent and situationally variable (reversing the traditional structure of detective and other quest fiction: familiar–unfamiliar–familiar, or home–out–home, or order–chaos–order).

In many ways the American hardboiled detective tradition from the 1930s onward has already pre-empted these developments, which Tani labels emergent postmodern features. The final postmodern turn is perhaps therefore best located as being the presence of a meta-level, which, among other reader effects, entails a constant foregrounding of the very reading process, for instance by allusions to the reading situation, the textuality, or book status of the story which the reader might otherwise become so engrossed in as to forget that he or she is reading events, not participating in them (this foregrounding is, of course, a form of Verfremdung-effect). Such focus on the reading process can also involve breaking away from the traditional, rather strict, adherence to the principle of linearity of the detective plot, progressing as a motion from unsolved crime, towards solution via the means of a detection process. The traditional reading effect in this linear scheme is suspense, created through anticipation, but also deferral of the solution (mistakes in detection, and the laying out of false clues are common devices in this process). In postmodern detective fiction, the ending/solution can be anticipated or even given away prematurely, nullified, or parodied. Finally the meta-level can be projected in a less obtrusive fashion by use of noticeable intertextuality, such as references to previous detectives in literature and other media. The presence of such fictional antecedents of course also paves the way for the postmodern detective writer to use parody of the styles of these detectives, both in act and ecriture.

The Tourettic detective, or a poetics of Tourette’s

The Tourettic detective is in many ways a perfect postmodern detective. Not a professional sleuth by a long shot, the Tourettic detective is unable to master many of the basic techniques of the profession of urban, hardboiled detection. Tailing or discrete shadowing is impossible due to his tics and echolalia symptoms. Womanizing in order to gain information about suspects (and in order to bolster the detective’s ego/manhood – these two activities are synonymous for many hardboiled detectives) is not feasible because of the stigmata of Tourette’s symptoms often being misinterpreted as freakishness (cf. Lionel’s nickname “The Human Freakshow”) or imbecility. Violence and coercion is not even a possible strategy, thanks to the erratic behaviour of the Tourettic body, more likely to throw away a gun than to wield it with any form of accuracy. Take this bumbling detective type, and set him lose in a confusing world such as New York City at the end of the 20th century, and the ensuing interpretation of this world through the lens of his Tourettic mind sets the scene for a non-epistemological devolution of the crime in question: clues become indistinguishable from his own symptoms; the disorder infects the sequentiality and causality of events, and leads to order becoming contingent and at best temporary; ultimately, to the Tourette’s sufferer, the whole of New York, from its subway system to its social hierarchies, resembles a Tourettic body, always in motion, never going anywhere with teleological certainty. In such a world good and evil are extremely relativistic, locally negotiated and situated states, always in slippage and flux. When appearances are deceptive and remain so, all you are ultimately left with are just that: appearances without depth, surfaces without profound meaning.

In his groundbreaking article, “The Poetics of Tourette Syndrome: Language, Neurobiology, and Poetry”, Ronald Schleifer (2001) argues that there exists a connection between poetic diction and utterance and the phonic tics, echolalia and coprolalia typical of the TS sufferer. He points to the connection between orality and performance found both in poetic practice and Tourettic expression. Further he argues convincingly that much of the fascination of poetry is linked to rhythmic phenomena and partially conflicting urges towards repetition and variation, all of which may stem from a bodily origin, common to the poet, the listener/reader of poetry and the TS sufferer. This bodily origin may refer back to the oldest portions of the brain, thought to govern exactly such functions as pertain to motor activity and basic instincts and drives, but which also may possess a language capability, which in poets as well as TS patients can occasionally override the more sophisticated regions of the brain and emerge as improvised, shocking, punning, Spoonerist, or obscene language. Schleifer suggests that a figure such as T.S. Eliot might be said to embody all these qualities in his use of poetic language, and further remarks – half-jokingly one might hope – that the T.S. in T.S. Eliot has a more than incidental similarity with the TS of Tourette’s Syndrome.

Schleifer also offers a few passing comments on Lethem’s novel and he is particularly incisive in his analysis of Lionel’s penchant for word play. The perhaps most illustrative word game of Lionel’s is his ability to transform names into nicknames (“Leshawn Montrose” can thus become permutated via “Shefawn Mongoose” and “Lefthand Moonprose” to “Fuckyou Roseprawn” (47)) which can be extremely telling of the character of the person behind the name. Lionel refers to this ability as Tourette’s muse (15), indicating that Lethem and Schleifer are on the same page at least. The Spoonerist facet of TS functions particularly well with Lionel’s own name, (“Lionel, my name. Frank and the Minna Men pronounced it to rhyme with vinyl. Lionel Essrog. Line-all. Liable Guesscog. Final Escrow. Ironic Pissclam. And so on.” (7)). As we shall presently see, there is here a clue to the reader to take particular note of the potential meanings of Lionel’s moniker, which may hide more than the “verbal taffy” (7) he himself compares it to.

Neither Schleifer nor other critics have noted the interplay between Tourettic language on the character/narrator level (i.e. language which in the fictional world is produced by Lionel) and paratextual language such as chapter titles (obviously produced by the author without being filtered through a narrator). The chapter titles of Motherless Brooklyn all consist of two words, and many read like fragments of larger syntactical units (“Walks Into”, “Formerly Known”). Others are punning and laden with double meaning (“Bad Cookies” and “Auto Body”). At least one would qualify in Schleifer’s sense of the poetic power of a Tourettic utterance: “Interrogation Eyes”, but then that particular phrase would not be out of place in any hardboiled detective novel. My point here is that this stratum of language in the novel is highlighted by the poetic genius arranging the apparently chaotic utterances of Lionel TS Essrog, and this posits Lethem and not Lionel as the parallel entity to Eliot. Thus Lethem, who is not a TS sufferer, has presumably exercised more than just his reptilian brain to produce and arrange the poetic/Tourettic language both Schleifer and I rightfully admire.

Essrog and Kabbalah

What Lethem does with the image of the Tourettic detective is very much in line with a portrait of the postmodern condition, such as the one we find in Paul Auster’s New York Trilogy of the 1980s. However, Lethem subtly manipulates our impression of Lionel and drops clues that Lionel is unable to process, but which we as readers begin to see as a line of development that potentially promises a future for Lionel which is less chaotic than his previous life has been. It becomes possible to believe that the crisis moment for Lionel has somehow spurred him on to building a more stable form of identity than he has previously had. While he, through his childhood and young adulthood, has seen himself exclusively in terms of lacks and deficiencies: orphaned, and Tourettic - he now works through the trauma of losing his substitute parent (Minna) and surrogate family (The Minna Men), and finds himself not entirely without success with the opposite sex, and not completely without clues as to not only his origin, but also a possible belonging in another set than the all-male, street-smart (or street-dumb) environ of epistemologically unstable and ethically indeterminate group of criminals/detectives he has grown up among.

The reader early on becomes privy to Lionel’s last name, Essrog, and we hear about Lionel’s vague attempts to find a real family of that name which he might belong to or originate from. Lionel calls up all the Essrogs in the Brooklyn phone book, but never speaks to any of the Essrogs answering the phone. These unsuccessful communication attempts are never interpreted any further by Lionel, who never wonders what kind of people these Essrogs might be, but the reader cannot resist being a better detective than Lionel in this area. Using a more wide-ranging equivalent of the Brooklyn phone book, namely the Yahoo search engine, the reader quickly uncovers the presence of real Essrogs, both in Brooklyn and outside, including 7 matches in U.S. Federal Census Records  (1790-1930), and 4 matches in Birth, Marriage & Death Records. These Essrogs are quite unambiguously Jewish, and in fact about 50 of the by now roughly 800 hits for “Essrog” (most of which are of course for Lethem’s character), lead to a Baltimore Rabbi named Seymour Essrog. Further investigation into the origin and meaning of the name “Essrog” leads to the Jewish ritual for the celebration for the fall harvest festival of Sukkoth, in which the essrog (the more frequent spelling is “esrog” with a single “s”, or even more commonly “etrog”) features prominently. It thus seems that Lethem has laid out a trail of clues (including a reference to the Golem of Prague, and a significant Jewish joke about the persistence of Jewish mothers), which the reader can follow to trace a potential identity trajectory for Lionel that can somewhat stabilize his past and set him on a more meaningful future path as well.

The qualities of the esrog fruit (of the citron family, and considered especially difficult to grow) also bears upon a potential characterization device used by Lethem to clue the reader in to Lionel’s true nature. On Sukkoth four herbs must be bound together, and waved about to ensure blessing. In Kabbalah “the beautiful fruit” (Leviticus 23:40), as the esrog is known, represents a person with both wisdom (Torah learning) and good deeds. The presence of such a person is crucial for the Sukkoth to be effective, and he should be placed next to a person with neither good deeds nor Torah learning, represented in the “Lulav” by the Aravah (willow) which has neither taste nor smell. Another way of looking at the “Lulav” is mentioned in Sefer Bahir, a kabbalistic work almost 2,000 years old. It describes the four species as four parts of a human, with the esrog representing the heart or the seat of our emotions. When again contrasted with the Aravah or willow, which represents the lips, or speech, we see that the kabbalistic reading of Lionel we are invited to engage in, once we have this cultural competence, pictures Lionel as the direct opposite of a freak whose mouth is controlling his personality at the expense of his intelligence and emotions.
In the novel this reading is possibly sustained by an otherwise inexplicable scene towards the end (in a chapter entitled “Good Sandwiches”), where Lionel expresses a previously unknown craving for kosher kebab, singling out one of the food franchises at JFK airport (“Mushy’s, run by a family of Israelis” (310)) as his new favourite restaurant. This progression from his previous favourite food, White Castle burgers, to kosher kebab could be a teasing final clue to the reader, that the Tourettic detective is about to come home, at least culinarily speaking.
Concluding remarks: Beyond the postmodern condition?
As we have seen, Lethem functions as a demiurge in the postmodern world of overly intricate networks and harshly impoverished signal/noise ratio he has created, not just for Lionel, but also for his readers. An elaborate game is being played with us. Lionel believes he knows the ground rules, since after all he (as apparently Lethem himself has) has read every detective fiction in the Brooklyn Library, but still he has peculiar blind spots and never follows up on some of the identity clues Lethem has planted in the text. If the reader forgets about the apparent case which needs solving (the murder of Minna) and instead sets out to work on the far more interesting case of Lionel Essrog, there are certain rewards to be harvested. The Jewish hypothesis may not be a final solution to the riddle of Lionel’s TS and problematic being in the world (certainly there is more to identity than food), but should Lionel want to go back to being a detective at some point, there are sequel potentials being hinted at – if only he wakes up and smells the kebab.
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