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Abstract

Regarded by critics as one of Philip Roth’s comic and salacious masterpieces, Sabbath’s Theater 
incorporates a fascinatingly large amount of intertextual responses to William Shakespeare’s sub-
lime tragedy King Lear. From Gloucester’s opening account of enjoying the creation of his bastard 
son in the opening of Act I to King Lear’s proclamation to “Let Copulation Thrive” in Act IV scene 
6, Roth draws on Shakespeare’s tragedy to present his own modern version of extramarital love-
affairs, betrayal, madness, suicide, and acknowledgments of mistakes and regrets. Both heroes are 
observed to be quite mad, yet many sympathized with their situation even though it was in both 
cases their own doing, for Lear’s and Sabbath’s madness are comprehensible due to their respec-
tive losses. This contribution will try to argue that Mickey Sabbath played the role of King Lear not 
merely off-Broadway in the 1950s, but later in his life in a modern version of the legendary King 
of Britain.
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1. Introduction
Sabbath’s Theater (1995) by Philip Roth, a recognized masterpiece1 written after Roth 
had returned to the United States following a lengthy stay in England, has already been 
approached critically as a work with Shakespearean characteristics: Peter Scheckner has 
rather convincingly proposed the figure of Falstaff as Mickey Sabbath’s model for its erotic, 
comic and anti-authoritarian aspects. Elaine Safer refers to both The Tempest and Hamlet 
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in reference to the graves and the cemetery episodes in this novel (60, 75). However, Sab-
bath’s episodes of mental instability may also be linked with the titular character in King 
Lear, a tragedy Mickey Sabbath both directed and played in off-Broadway performances 
in his late twenties, with his first wife playing the role of Cordelia – a role which comes to 
repeatedly plague him in his mid-sixties as he slowly declines and deteriorates into mad-
ness like King Lear himself.2 This contribution will emphasize a motivated rewriting by 
Roth of King Lear.  

The beginning of the mental decline of the protagonist Morris (called “Mickey”) Sab-
bath begins in the novel’s first chapter, when the 64-year old ex-theater director and former 
adjunct professor of performing arts loses the woman who has brought him greater joy and 
fulfillment to his love life than anyone else: the middle-aged Catholic Croat Drenka Balich, 
with whom he has enjoyed a 14-year extramarital affair until her death. Like the powerless 
King Lear who voluntarily gave up his property and wealth, the love-lost Mickey Sabbath 
becomes homeless and endures a heart-wrenching odyssey after Drenka’s death, eventu-
ally bringing him to the very brink of madness. As with King Lear, the tragic dynamics 
become evident early in the novel.

Trained at a theatrical college in Rome in his twenties, Sabbath had been a professional 
puppeteer, while metaphorically speaking, King Lear became a sort of former puppeteer 
of his English subjects as the nominal King of England after his abdication of power. Like 
Lear, Sabbath selfishly manipulated the men and women around him much like puppets, 
and like King Lear, he eventually loses control. As Ranen Omer-Sherman puts it, “the 
tragedy of unraveling selfhood at the heart of Sabbath’s Theater may suggest a far more 
traditional and bound Roth than was once assumed” (172). Obviously, the unraveling of 
selfhood is a central theme in King Lear. Both main characters share an intense preoc-
cupation with political and material hopes, though with Lear power is directly linked to 
his status as king with property and soldiers, while for Mickey Sabbath, power is linked 
with sex. Until he gives away his land, wealth and accordingly all his power, King Lear 
thoroughly dominates over his subjects and necessarily falls into madness at his ensuing 
loss of respect and authority. 

Mickey Sabbath dominates over other people somewhat like King Lear. When he loses 
control, as when his brother dies and his parents no longer behave coherently, or when his 
first wife Nikki disappears (murdered like Cordelia?) or when his mistress Drenka threat-
ens to break up with him if he sleeps with anyone else but her, he cannot remain calm as 
her death by ovarian cancer is revealed to him first in word, then visually. Drenka likewise 
comprehends the meaning of her death. Aimee Pozorski shows that “Drenka here wails 
as Lear wails in his ‘final act of a classical tragedy’ stripped to nothing but pure emotion” 
(111). 

Like King Lear, Mickey Sabbath rages exaggeratedly against anything he himself can-
not control. Driving back home to Massachusetts after Lincoln Gelman’s funeral in New 
York, he spots his wife Roseanne inside his house with a lesbian lover. Sabbath “had not 
known that he could open his mouth so wide, nor had he ever before realized […] what 
a rich repertoire of frightening noises he was able to produce” (441), much like Lear’s 
shouts of fury outside Gloucester’s castle in Act II, Sc. iv when he learns that Cornwall and 
Regan have defied him. However, the nature of defiance in these two works is obviously 
distinct. As Peter Scheckner notes, Sabbath “is indifferent to money, power, acquisitions or 
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empire” (234) and instead feels injured by his loss of sexual partners. Earlier in the novel, 
Sabbath had defended rabbis performing religious marriage ceremonies for lesbian cou-
ples, but when he personally experiences the loss and betrayal of a similar manner by his 
own wife, he abruptly becomes much less tolerant. Steve Mentz writes of the “false-floor” 
effect in the second half of the drama in which all appears bleakest only to get even worse 
regarding loss, degradation and utter misery (17–18). This is evident in Sabbath’s Theater 
as well: things can only worsen for Mickey Sabbath as the novel progresses.

2. “Let Copulation Thrive”
In Sabbath’s Theater Roth confirms his frequent stance against marriage; between the 
majority of married partners, sexual impotence eventually becomes inescapable for Sab-
bath as with Gloucester, even when the protagonist is in his vigorous 20s: “As with mil-
lions upon millions of couples, in the beginning it was sexual excitement […] after a while 
he could enjoy fucking her only when they’d smoked a joint, and then it needn’t have been 
Nikki [Kantarakis] who was there” (130–131). In Sabbath’s world, husbands and wives 
who no longer enjoy erotic stimulation seek elsewhere for it. Sabbath seduces women with 
the knowledge they have that they are bored with their husbands or partners:

“Adultery is a tough business,” he whispered to her. “The main thing is to be clear 
about wanting it. The rest is incidental.”
“Incidental,” she sighed.
“God, I’m fond of adultery. Aren’t you?” (335–336)

While Roth has been notorious for memorable sexual scenes ever since Portnoy’s Com-
plaint, the tragedy King Lear actually begins straight away with a salacious description by 
the Earl of Gloucester of his affair from which Edmund came into existence. When Kent 
asks of his son, Gloucester responds unabashedly:

His breeding, sir, hath been at my charge […] Sir, this young fellow’s mother could 
[conceive]; whereupon she grew round-wombed, and had indeed, sir, a son for her 
cradle ere she had a husband for her bed […] though this knave came something sau-
cily to the world before he was sent for, yet was his mother fair, there was good sport 
at his making, and the whoreson must be acknowledged. (3–4)

Edgar, disguised as “Poor Tom,” conveys to King Lear in the hovel that his own sexual 
misconduct relegated him to feigning the status of a homeless madman (rather than the 
adultery of his father, whose bastard son Edmund has ruined his prospects). In Act III, Sc. 
iv, the Bedlam beggar in fact describes something of Mickey Sabbath’s life:

Lear: What hast thou been?
Edgar: A serving man, proud in heart and mind; […] served the lust of my mistress’ 
heart, and did the act of darkness with her; […] One that slept in the contriving of 
lust, and waked to do it […] and in woman out-paramoured the Turk (78).
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While Lear benignly listens to the immoral behavior described by Poor Tom, he does 
not condemn him. Instead he still insists that Poor Tom must have experienced betrayal 
by his daughters just like him. Later in Act IV, Sc. vi, King Lear discusses adultery again:

I pardon that man’s life. What was thy cause?
Adultery?
Thou shalt not die: die for adultery! No:
The wren goes to ‘t, and the small gilded fly
Does lecher in my sight.
Let copulation thrive; for Gloucester’s bastard son
Was kinder to his father than my daughters
Got ‘tween the lawful sheets.
To ‘t, luxury, pell-mell! (115)

King Lear will not acknowledge adultery as a crime anymore. Naturally, Lear’s line 
“Let copulation thrive” cannot escape Sabbath’s notice. At the funeral dinner, Sabbath 
plays footsie with Michelle Cowan and hallucinates that she desires him instead of her 
boring husband:

She was thinking, like Lear, “Let copulation thrive!” She was thinking (thought Sab-
bath) that in cahoots with this loathsome freak there might be a use to which she 
might put off her own propensities and her pendulating breasts, still a chance for the 
old juicy way of life to make one big, last thumping stand against the inescapable 
rectitude, not to mention the boredom, of death. (324)

Sabbath’s salacious descriptions of his love-life with Drenka need not be quoted here, 
but suffice it to say that Sabbath viewed sex as the only escape from the boredom and 
stupidity of daily living. Roth decidedly outdoes Shakespeare in scatology. As Frank Kel-
leter points out, “Philip Roth’s heroes […] detect nothing inauthentic about the religious 
pursuit of promiscuity […] Sabbath is by far the most outrageously offensive member of 
this group” (166).

In reviewing his salacious relationship with Kathy Goolsbee, a coed at a small liberal 
arts college who recorded their sex-filled telephone conversations which accordingly got 
him dismissed from the performing arts department, Sabbath is reminded of Shakespeare’s 
tragedy: 

Life is inpenetrable. For all Sabbath knew, he had just thrown over a girl who had 
neither betrayed nor bewitched nor bebitched him and never could – a simple, adven-
turous girl who loved her father and would never deceive any grown man; he had 
mistaken innocent, loving loyal Cordelia for her villainous sisters Goneril and Regan. 
He’d got it as backward as old Lear.” (248)

With hindsight, both Lear and Sabbath express self-pity, and the old men’s forlornness 
is barely recognized as their own fault. Lear’s misunderstanding of Cordelia’s love for 
him is compared by Sabbath rather unconvincingly with Sabbath’s error concerning Kathy 
Goolsbee, and this comparison within the text is clearly misplaced by Roth.
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3. “O, Let Me Not Be Mad, Not Mad, Sweet Heaven”
Madness is undoubtedly a major link between the play by Shakespeare and the novel by 
Roth. The causes of the madness are different, yet there are a few similarities. Philip Roth 
recreates much of Lear’s bewildering disposition as Sabbath’s mental state deteriorates:

He was drained of skepticism, cynicism, sarcasm, bitterness, mockery, self-mockery, 
and such lucidity, coherence, and objectivity as he possessed – had run out of every-
thing […] except desperation; of that he had a superabundance. He had called Nor-
man Mort [his deceased older brother]. He was crying now the way anyone cries who 
has had it. There was passion in his crying – terror, great sadness, and defeat. (147)

Yet, while acknowledging his declining mental state, Sabbath maintains that his hatred 
is at least sane. After a rant about the prosperity of the Japanese as well as how he can-
not stand reading newspapers or watching TV because Japanese are prominently featured 
in the media, Sabbath says, “I’m proud to say I still have all my marbles as far as racial 
hatred is concerned” (235). Linking the collapse of his family with the shooting down of 
his brother by the Japanese in World War II, Sabbath’s hatred is unmistakably different 
from Lear’s.

“Norman, I have to put up with so much in life. Professional failure. Physical deform-
ity. Personal disgrace. My wife is a recovering alcoholic who goes to AA to learn how 
to forget to speak English. Never blessed with children […]” (326)

Like the faithful Earl of Gloucester, Sabbath’s theater producer Norman Cowen for a 
time continues to serve the instable man out of benign loyalty, with their respective children 
playing supportive roles during Sabbath’s and Lear’s mental decline. Both heroes appear 
quite mad yet are constantly sympathized with by a few loyal former associates, such as 
Kent for Lear. They recognize that Lear’s and Sabbath’s madness is comprehensible due 
to their respective tragic losses. Both Cordelia and Norman seek out medical assistance 
for the respective mental patients placed in their care. As Elaine Safer points out regard-
ing Roth’s language, which likewise obviously holds true for Shakespeare, “[the] lyricism 
encourages us to sympathize with Sabbath even though he is not a likeable character” (67). 
However, this view is not held universally. Stephen Greenblatt points out that “at least one 
great writer – Tolstoy – thought that an aged Lear who walks about raving wildly was an 
appropriate object not of awe but of moral revulsion and aesthetic contempt” (388). 

In contrast to Lear’s acquiescing nature when housed first in a mud-hovel and later 
a farmhouse adjoining Gloucester’s castle, Philip Roth transposes this reaction and has 
Sabbath become irate while residing in Norman Cowan’s luxurious Manhattan penthouse. 
As Omer-Sherman avers, Sabbath is in essence a “schtetl Jew,” embodying so many of 
the characteristics except his complete lack of religious piety (175). Yet, the instable and 
mad people who usually make others feel uncomfortable (such as Donald living in the 
wonderfully-named Usher Sanatorium) do not faze Sabbath at all, but rather attract him, 
echoing how Poor Tom strongly attracts King Lear’s interest. 
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At the sanatorium where Sabbath’s wife Roseanne is an inpatient, Sabbath relates how 
religion, in particular the Old Testament of the ancient Hebrews, “embodies the world in 
all its horror” and emphasizes Biblically-sanctioned madness:

You’ve got to hand it to the Jews. Truly rare and admirable candor. What other peo-
ple’s national myth reveals their God’s atrocious conduct and their own? Just read the 
Bible, it’s all there, the backsliding, idolatrous, butchering Jews and the schizophre-
nia of these ancient gods? What is the archetypical Bible story? A story of betrayal. 
Of treachery. It’s just one deception after another. And who is the greatest voice in 
the Bible? Isaiah. The mad desire to obliterate all! The mad desire to save all! The 
greatest voice in the Bible is the voice of somebody who has lost his mind! (278)

Remarkably, Steven Greenblatt notes that “King Lear [is] set in a pagan Britain roughly 
contemporary with the prophet Isaiah” (360). 

When Sabbath visits his wife Roseanne, he encounters other patients at the sanato-
rium treated at the same institute. Described as “a man whose aversions I wholeheartedly 
endorse” by Sabbath, Donald describes the woes of contemporary society:

“The third great ideological failure of the twentieth century. The same stuff. Fascism. 
Communism. Feminism. All designed to turn one group of people against another 
group of people […] The holder of the ideology is pure and good and clean and the 
other is wicked. But do you know who is wicked? Whoever imagines himself to be 
pure is wicked!” (274)

Unlike the mad Jew Donald in the same sanatorium attended by Sabbath’s wife, Edgar 
associates pure wickedness with temptations of the flesh by the foul fiend and his subse-
quent sinful misbehavior. Sinning makes Tom so peculiar and, as Lear notes, he is “the 
thing itself; unaccommodated man” (74). Poor Tom suffers from extreme paranoia:

The foul fiend hath led [Poor Tom] through fire and through flame, through ford and 
whirlpool, o’er bog and quagmire; that hath laid knives under his pillow and halters 
in his pen, set ratsbone by his porridge […] Do Poor Tom some charity, whom the 
foul fiend vexes. (77)

In their own opinion, Sabbath, Donald and Lear all lose their minds because of women. 
Not only Sabbath but also his mother and both of his wives had serious mental issues echo-
ing scenes in King Lear. His first wife Nikki Kantarakis

couldn’t bear the sight of ugly people or old people or disabled people. She was afraid 
of insects. She was afraid to be alone in the dark. If something made her nervous – a 
yellowjacket, a Parkinson’s victim, a drooling child in a wheelchair – she’d pop a 
Miltown, and a Miltown made her a madwoman with a wide, vacant stare and trem-
bling hands. She jumped and cried out whenever a car backfired or someone nearby 
slammed a door. (101)
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Nikki seems to have had a pronounced nervous disorder which may have led her to 
commit suicide. Yet Sabbath was unfaithful to her and knows he may have to answer to his 
responsibility for her final exit, and this plays a role in Sabbath’s despair.

4. “In Cities, Mutinies; in Countries, Discord; in Palaces, Treason”
Jacobean England and the 20th-century United States are depicted by Shakespeare and 
Roth respectively as sites of social turmoil and political instability, irrespective of the pas-
sionate conflicts portrayed by major characters. Stephen Greenblatt states that King Lear 
“taps into a far more pervasive fear in this period” (359). For Roth, New York City is a 
“showcase for degradation, overflowing with the overflow of the slums, prisons, and men-
tal hospitals of at least two hemispheres, tyrannized by criminals, maniacs, and bands of 
kids who’d overturn the world for a pair of sneakers” (189–90). Early in his drama, Shake-
speare too paints a bleak picture of the formerly united kingdom, as the Earl of Gloucester 
tells his illegitimate son Edmund in Act I, Sc. ii regarding the dangerous instability they 
witness in society:

[…] love cools, friendship falls off, brothers divide: in cities, mutinies; in countries, 
discord; in palaces, treason; and the bond cracked ‘twixt son and father. This villain 
of mine comes under the prediction; there’s son against father: the king falls from 
bias of nature; there’s father against child. We have seen the best of our time: machi-
nations, hollowness, treachery, and all ruinous disorders, follow us disquietly to our 
graves. (19)

In the callous society with continual intrigues and personal backbiting and treacheries 
by Edmund, Goneril, and Regan, as well as threats of civil war between Cornwall and 
Albany reflecting the Gunpowder Plot and Catholic insurrection at the time of Shake-
speare’s writing of King Lear, Lear’s power was not evident except among a few loyal 
followers. In Sabbath’s somewhat analogous setting, New York City is as loveless as a 
“city gone completely wrong” (189). The polite, bourgeois, Norman Cowan, residing in 
one of the most coveted locations in Manhattan, could not endure Sabbath’s many sexual 
indiscretions with Cowan’s wife, his pregnant Hispanic housekeeper, as well as Sabbath’s 
appropriation of the personal belongings of Cowan’s absent, college-bound daughter, 
Deborah. As the narrator states without hyperbole, “If it weren’t war, lunacy, perversity, 
sickness, imbecility, suicide, and death, chances were he’d be in a lot better shape” (142).

The breakdown of social order which Shakespeare reveals in King Lear is caused by the 
struggle over ancestral land, wealth and political power. In Sabbath’s Theater the break-
down of New York society is connected to a combination of increased poverty, false mor-
alizing, and a widespread increase in crime. Sabbath’s life of thirty years in exile with his 
second wife in Madasaska Falls, Massachusetts meant that “he had missed the transforma-
tion of New York into a place utterly antagonistic to sanity and civil life, a city that by the 
1990s had brought to perfection the art of killing the soul […] everyone from the helpless 
elderly to the littlest of schoolchildren infected with fear” (189). King Lear acknowledges 
his isolation from the multitudes living in poverty when he appears to discover homeless-
ness for the first time in Act III. For Sabbath, as Peter Scheckner postulates, 
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[…] virtually all societal order brings mainly psychic and physical pain. Sabbath’s 
Theater is both a rhapsodic and satiric statement to the effect that in what in our time 
stands between us and total imbecility, irrationality, chaos, and spiritual decay is the 
determination never to set limits on one’s taste for more life. (288)

Both New York City and England have become God-forsaken places. The collapse of 
stability and safety within basic institutions is evident in both texts. Moreover, in Sab-
bath’s Theater fathers commit suicide and daughters become institutionalized alcohol-
ics. Feminism and totalitarianism are “all designed to turn one group of people against 
another group of people” (274). While Sabbath’s Theater has been regarded as Roth’s most 
sexually explicit novel (Kermode, n.p.), King Lear, while undoubtedly bawdy at certain 
moments, shows Shakespeare’s most explicitly violent on-stage scene, namely the pluck-
ing out of Gloucester’s eyes by the Duke of Cornwall in Act III, Sc. 7 – “Out, vile jelly” 
(93) – while there are no comparable graphic acts of violence in Sabbath’s Theater.

5. “How Sharper than a Serpent’s Tooth It Is to Have a Thankless Child!” 
King Lear and Mickey Sabbath both start their journey to madness after women within 
their own families throw them out of their homes. Lear’s two elder daughters – Regan’s 
order to knowingly lock the King’s servant Kent in the stocks, and Goneril’s question-
ing “What need five-and-twenty? Ten? Or five?” knights, to which Regan inquires “What 
need one [single servant]?” (64) – represent an affront to the King’s body politic in Act 
II, Sc. iv, rendering Lear absolutely powerless and homeless. Roseanne kicks Sabbath 
out of his home in chapter 3, so this acrimonious conflict approximates the same point in 
the plot for both works. In addition to the titular characters becoming homeless, beloved 
women disappear because of the misconduct of both lead characters: Lear’s youngest and 
most favored daughter Cordelia and Sabbath’s first wife Nikoleta Kantarakis. Misconduct 
leaves Lear and Sabbath guilt-ridden, though they undertake great efforts to suppress guilt 
from being expressed publicly. Both Lear and Sabbath leave home and wander aimlessly 
after making terrible errors in judgment with close female relations, Sabbath’s second 
(alcoholic) wife and Lear’s two remaining daughters, Goneril and Regan. Mickey Sabbath 
contemplates suicide in a forest:

Homeless, wifeless, mistressless, penniless […] jump in the cold river and drown. 
Climb up into the woods and go to sleep, and tomorrow morning, should you even 
awaken, keep climbing until you are lost. (109)

While Roseanne does not at first appear such an evil, vindictive woman as Lear’s older 
daughters, she did falsely accuse her father, a highly regarded Harvard professor of geol-
ogy, of sexually molesting her as a child after the father took Roseanne to Paris, living 
with a visiting professor of Romance languages. As a consequence of a divorce from his 
wife and alienation from his daughter due to these accusations, he committed suicide in his 
Massachusetts house, and it is strongly indicated that no such molestation had ever taken 
place:
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You who abandoned your father have no position at all. For five years I lived entirely 
for you. Because of the expenses of your education and your clothes, etc., I was never 
able to be secure on a professor’s salary [...] My anxiety […] will not disappear even 
here, because of what your mother did to you and what you did to me (271–272).

Roseanne’s father here is imagined to have written this letter from hell. The accusations 
he makes of the intense pain she has caused him appear modelled after Lear’s repeated 
laments, as in Act I, Sc. iv: “how sharper than a serpent’s tooth it is to have a thankless 
child!” (34). While Lear perhaps feels a more intense sensation of abandonment since the 
ingratitude and hostility come from his two adult daughters, Roseanne’s father commits 
suicide because of his daughter’s mendacious behavior towards him. In both cases, the 
daughters have caused their fathers intense agony.

Later in New York City, Sabbath contemplates the meaning of his subway performance 
of King Lear for Roseanne, who regards him as a leech who never works: 

he lumbered dutifully from car to car, shaking his cup and reciting from King Lear 
the role he hadn’t had occasion to perform since he’d been assailed by his own toma-
toes. A new career at sixty-four! Shakespeare in the subway, Lear for the masses – 
rich foundations love that stuff. Grants! Grants! Grants! At least let Roseanne see that 
he was out hustling, on his feet again […] (209). 

6. “Nor Rain, Wind, Thunder, Fire are My Daughters”
With an alluring personalization of nature to the tragic turn of events in the plots, both King 
Lear and Sabbath’s Theater depict rejection accompanied by severe weather conditions. 
Lightning, thunder and a fierce rainstorm occur just when Norman Cowan casts Sabbath 
out of his luxury Manhattan condominium into the streets of New York City, replicating 
the storm pouring down in Act III, Sc. ii when the king is forced out of Gloucester’s castle 
by Lear’s sinister daughters. In the open, and inspired by this monstrous thunderstorm, 
King Lear yells his famous ebullition:

Blow, winds and crack your cheeks. Rage, blow!
Your cataracts and hurricanoes, stout
Till you have drenched our steeples, drowned the cocks.
You sulph’rous and thought-executing fires,
Vaunt-couriers of oak-cleaving thunderbolts […] (69–70)

Upon his forced departure from the Cowan household, a thunderstorm pouring down 
on the newly homeless Mickey Sabbath, the hero feels deeply isolated away from his 
home, utterly alienated and alone in New York City, to which he has returned after decades 
of exile in Massachusetts due to Nikki’s disappearance. Sabbath only now realizes he has 
become homeless there: “Drizzle beading the big window and a mist whose milkiness 
obliterated everything above the treetops of the park: a rumble […] thunder summoning 
up for Sabbath his years and years of exile” (349).
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Sabbath begins the performance of a Lear-like odyssey in New York City: meeting 
and conversing with impoverished, homeless and dirty people. In both cases, these home-
less poverty-stricken people exert a fresh influence on the newly abandoned protagonists’ 
respective views of the world. For King Lear, who takes note of the poverty in his kingdom 
for the first time, he comprehends a sort of kindred spirit in the lowly, trapped in the storm 
without proper shelter, in Act III, Sc. iv:

Poor naked wretches, wheresoe’er you are,
That bide the pelting of this pitiless storm,
How shall your houseless heads and unfed sides,
Your looped and windowled raggedness defend you,
From seasons such as these? Oh, I have ta’en
Too little care of this! (76)

Lear’s empathy continues to be shown to “Poor Tom” – who is in fact Edgar faking 
his crazed pandemonium in his mud hovel. James Shapiro shows how Shakespeare lifted 
the fake demonic tantrums recorded in Samuel Harsnett’s A Declaration of Egregious 
Popish Impostures (1603), which defined and condemned exorcisms conducted by Catho-
lic priests. Harsnett describes – according to Shapiro – “feigned possessions in theatrical 
language” (77) which appears in Edgar’s disturbing demonic language of insanity. Just 
as Edgar feigns his mental inflictions, Sabbath feigns mental instability, even crying in 
front of Norman Cowan, and both characters act for the purposes of gaining empathy and 
thereby surviving in dangerous settings as homeless, dirty and badly attired people who 
had formerly occupied a significantly higher position in society.

In contrast to the beggar whom King Lear sees and conducts captivating discussions 
with, a visit among the homeless in New York City brings Sabbath before an African-
American expressing anti-Semitic sentiments, so unlike Lear’s encounter with “Poor 
Tom” where the homeless, hungry, and crazed fellow shows respect for the king, hostility 
takes place in an encounter between Sabbath and the joint-dealer:

“Smoke? Wanna Smoke?”
“Not today, honey.” 
“Man, I’m starvin’. I got great smokes. The real McCoy. I ain’t had no 

breakfast, ain’t had no lunch. Been out here two hours. Ain’t sold shit.”
“Patience, patience. ‘Nothing illegal is achieved without patience.’ Benjamin 

Franklin.”
“Ain’t had fuck to eat, man.”

“How much?”
“Five.”
“Two.”
“Shit. This is the real McCoy.”
“But as you are the one starving, the leverage is mine.”
“Fuck you, old man, old Jew man.”
“Tut tut. That’s beneath you. ‘Neither a philo- nor an anti-Semite be; / And it must 

follow, as the night the day, / Thou canst not then be false to any man.” (196)
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In reciting the famous dictum by Polonius to his son Laertes in Hamlet in Act I, Sc. 
iii, as if he were giving moralizing advice to a friend, Sabbath challenges his interlocu-
tor’s underdog status while telling him at the same time to be nice to a member of another 
minority group. Nevertheless, the marijuana merchant inverts his underdog status and 
prophesizes a dire future for Jews:

“Someday ain’t gonna be out here beggin’ and sellin’ shit. Gonna be Jews out here 
beggin’. Wait’ll all the beggars is Jews. You gonna like that.”

“All the Jews will be beggin’ when there is a black Mount Rushmore, my dear, 
and not a day sooner – when there is a black Mount Rushmore with Michael Jackson, 
Jesse Jackson, Bo Jackson and Ray Charles carved upon its face.” (196)

In contrast to the strife between these two men of misfortune, the homeless Edgar 
(disguised as “Poor Tom”) feels ardent empathy for the hapless king and his new state of 
homelessness and humiliation in Act III, Sc. 6:

When we our betters see bearing our woes,
We scarcely think our miseries our foes […]
How light and portable my pain seems now,
When that which makes me bend makes the king bow […] (88)

7. “O Indistinguished Space of Woman’s Will!”
Lear cries out for Cordelia, finally acknowledging and articulating how badly he wronged 
her. Likewise, Sabbath weeps vociferously, crying out for his mother and the lost women 
of his life: “Rosa, Mama, Drenka, Nikki, Roseanne, Yvonne” (184). Sabbath shifts his way 
of addressing them collectively: “Ladies, if I have put my life to an improper use […]” 
(185) and seems only somewhat out of his mind here. In Act II, Sc. iv, King Lear makes 
great efforts not to appear effete in public when he imprecates his elder daughters: 

And let not women’s weapons, water drops,
Stain my man’s cheeks. No, you unnatural hags!
I will have such revenges on you both,… (65)

while Sabbath on the other hand openly cries, though at times he cries to gain sympa-
thy rather than out of pure pathos, for example at Cowan’s Manhattan condominium. In 
both King Lear and Sabbath’s Theater the wholesome mother-figure is missing. Mickey 
senses his mother’s presence as a ghost with whom he engages in conversations. Mickey 
Sabbath, as Elaine Safer puts it, “has so much need for the mother that he continually 
appeals to her ghost for help” (65). Motherhood is missing in King Lear altogether – the 
king’s three daughters have no children and so no mothers appear at all among the many 
characters: Edgar has no protective mother and Edmund’s mother is described as a whore, 
so it seems that Gloucester, like Lear, is a widower. Drenka, described as a whore, and 
Michelle Cowen, whose dirty pictures show her as disreputable, constitute the only living 
mothers in Roth’s novel. Roseanne’s deceased mother used her as a pawn for her divorce 
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settlement, resulting in Roseanne’s father’s suicide. Motherhood is explicitly desired by 
Roseanne, but Sabbath denies his wife children. Motherhood is even despised as a poten-
tial gift from the goddess of fertility, Venus, for Goneril in Act I, Sc. iv, as Lear appeals for 
divine revenge against his daughter for her cruel neglect:

Hear, Nature, hear; dear Goddess, hear:
Suspend thy purpose if thou didst intend
To make this creature fruitful.
Into her womb convey sterility,
Dry up in her the organs of increase,
And from her derogate body never spring
A babe to honor her […] (34)

In another case regarding women, Nikki’s fate, i.e. her unexplained disappearance, 
somewhat echoes the fate of Cordelia: Nikki disappears from Sabbath’s life because of 
his awful mind control issues. On his way to Lincoln Gelman’s funeral, while riding on a 
New York subway, Sabbath realizes that “he lost it” and as he recalls the words of King 
Lear, Nikki returns only in a hallucinatory form of a daughter Nikki and Sabbath had never 
had. This “daughter” in the New York subway looks so much like how his first wife Nikki 
used to look in 1960 that Sabbath feels compelled to recite lines from King Lear at the 
king’s touching reunion with Cordelia, and the mise-en-scène, a tent, is a setting basically 
as transitional as the New York subway is for Sabbath: “Pray, do not mock me. / I am a 
very foolish fond old man, / Four score and upward, not an hour more or less, / And, to 
deal plainly, / I fear I am not in my perfect mind. / Methinks...” (296). Sabbath’s mental 
confusion continues after the subway passes a stop near Astor Place, and he continues hal-
lucinating in Shakespearean prose:

Methinks what? Methinking methoughts shouldn’t be hard. The mind is the perpetual 
motion machine. You’re not ever free of everything. The personal’s an immensity, 
nuncle, a constellation of detritus that doth dwarf the Milky Way; it pilots thee as do 
the stars that blind Cupid’s arrow o’ wild geese that o’erwing the Drenka goose’d ass-
hole as, atop thy cancerous Croatian, their course Canadian honk thou libid’nously 
mimics, inscribing ’pon her malignancy, with white ink, thy squandered chromo-
somal mark. (Emphasis in the original, 297)

Then instead of a daughter, Sabbath dreams Nikki back to life while on the subway, still 
reworking King Lear:

Nikki says, “Sir, do you know me?” Lear says, “You are a spirit, I know. Where did 
you die?” […] Nikki: “O look upon me, sir / And hold your hand in benediction o’er 
me. / No, sir, you must not kneel.” And Lear says it was Tuesday in December 1944, 
I came home from school and saw some cars, I saw my father’s truck […] (297)

Sabbath moves in his hallucination from the recitation of Shakespeare to his experience 
of receiving the news of his brother’s plane crash and the family’s ensuing hysteria: “[…] 
Morty’s plane went down, but in friendly territory […] and Lear replies, 'You do me wrong 
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to take me out of the grave,' but Sabbath is remembering the second telegram” (297) from 
the U.S. Military announcing the death of his brother. As an old man, Sabbath relives the 
horrors of losses that he cannot recover except through these hallucinatory forms which 
are expressed in the language of King Lear.

8. “The Foul Fiend Haunts”
Poor Tom screams that he is possessed by a wide variety of evil spirits such as Modo, 
Mahu and Flibbertigibbet. Tom is wildly strange, and yet in his madness there is some-
thing regarded as philosophical which attracts the king. These devils never appear in the 
play, so the audience merely senses that Tom’s madness originates within him. Poor Tom 
communicates best with King Lear, much like Donald in the sanatorium only interacts suc-
cessfully with Sabbath. Lear calls Tom a Theban, a philosopher, and wants to know from 
the man who has really been to the bottom as an “unaccommodated man” and “the thing 
itself” who is “a poor, bare, forked animal” (115). King Lear expects to hear about his own 
fate from Poor Tom, and hushes Kent and his Fool who prefer the king to heed their words 
instead. The haunting of Tom is focused particularly on his sins of the flesh.

In contrast, Sabbath’s ghost does not emphasize sin at all. Sabbath’s conversations 
with the ghost of his mother haunt him by constantly admonishing instead of consoling 
him: “First you make a farce of suicide, now again you make a farce of life” (162). Sab-
bath’s love-hate relationship with this ghost – who behaves utterly differently than his own 
mother ever did –proves that the ghost is the archetypical, hypercritical Jewish mother-
ghost, nagging Sabbath about his misdeeds, misbehavior and life-failures. In contrast, his 
mother had herself gone mad after Sabbath’s elder brother’s plane was shot down by the 
Japanese in World War II on December 13, 1944. At last sick of all the ghostly criticism, 
Sabbath denies his mother’s ghost’s existence: “Leave me be. Shut up. You don’t exist. 
There are no ghosts.” The ghost accordingly responds: “Wrong. There are only ghosts.” 
(162).3  

9. “Your Eldest Daughters Have Fordone Themselves” 
Suicide or attempts at suicide constitute common features of both works. Goneril and 
Lincoln Gelman as well as Roseanne’s father commit suicide, while Edgar, Gloucester 
and King Lear himself all express moments of such despair that they contemplate com-
mitting suicide. Nikki Kantarakis, Sabbath’s first wife, might also have taken her own life. 
Besides the aforementioned mutual characteristics Mickey Sabbath shares with King Lear 
during his downward spiral, Sabbath likewise has suicidal thoughts. There is one feeble 
attempt by Gloucester, and possibly the king’s fool committed suicide. Although Cordelia 
is clearly murdered by order of Edmund, it had been planned to appear as if Cordelia had 
committed suicide. 

After murdering her sister, Goneril commits suicide after Edgar proves to her husband, 
the Duke of Albany, the existence of her sinister plans to have Albany killed by Edmund. 
This act of sororicide followed by suicide is promptly relayed to King Lear (Act V, Sc. 
iii): “Your eldest daughters have fordone themselves” (144). The multiple murders and 
suicides among the nobility is replicated to some extent by Roth among family members, 
when Roseanne’s false accusations of sexual molestation begets her father’s alcoholism 
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and suicide. Later in the novel, in order to mock the nasty rumors which had surfaced in 
New York City, Mickey Sabbath talks to Norman Cowan about having killed his first wife 
Nikki. Sabbath then asks about how Norman plans to kill his wife or how he imagines his 
wife killing him (342–343).

After he is thrown out of Norman Cowan’s comfortable place in Manhattan into the 
street in a thunderstorm, Sabbath begins to consider ending his life:

[h]e headed toward the subway station. Though he hadn’t walked them for decades, 
he saw nothing at all of those streets, so busy was he in staying abreast of his wish to 
die […] The-desire-not-to-be-alive-any-longer accompanied Sabbath right on down 
the [subway] station stairway […]” (191) 

After finding a seat on a subway train, Sabbath calculates the best procedure for suicide 
on his arthritic fingers using a nursery rhyme:

This little piggy slit his wrists, this little piggy used a dry-cleaning bag, this little 
piggy took sleeping pills, and this little piggy born by the ocean, ran all the way out 
in the waves and drowned. (191)

Too weak to kill himself, however, Sabbath hopes a policeman will shoot him and put 
him out of his misery, for as was stated earlier in the novel, without sex anyone might just 
as well be dead.  The policeman, however, is the son of Sabbath’s mistress Drenka, and 
although Matthew loathes Sabbath, he does not shoot and kill Sabbath in spite of reading 
his mother’s diary revealing salacious details of their sex acts together. The policeman 
cries instead, and Sabbath “could not even fucking die” (451) unlike Lear. The clothes of 
Sabbath with the American flag draped over his back, his “God Bless America” yarmulka 
and his otherwise filthy and inadequate clothing, are analogous to the ridiculousness of the 
king wearing a crown of flowers in his hair in his state of utter madness.4

10. “The Excellent Foppery of the World”
Sabbath’s extremely critical attack on AA (Alcoholics Anonymous), and their peculiar 
method of bringing back “order” and understanding to the chaos of existence for the 
“devout” Roseanne, might be compared to the old heavenly supernatural superstitions and 
beliefs of the cosmos’ and stars’ influence on human behavior which Gloucester and so 
many others in King Lear believe in (critiqued just as harshly by Edmund). As Edmund 
puts it in Act 1, Sc. ii.

This is the excellent foppery of the world, that,
when we are sick in fortune, – often the surfeit
of our own behavior, – we make guilty of our
disasters the sun, the moon, and the stars: as
if we were villains by necessity; fools by
heavenly compulsion; knaves, thieves, and
treachers, by spherical predominance; drunkards,
liars, and adulterers, by an enforced obedience of
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planetary influence; and all that we are evil in,
by a divine thrusting on: an admirable evasion
of whoremaster man, to lay his goatish
disposition to the charge of a star! (20)

As in Edmund’s soliloquy, the hatred of religion and its transcending powers permeates 
Sabbath’s Theater. When Nikki’s mother dies in Kensington, England, Nikki and Sabbath, 
each in their own ways, try to confront and endure the process of preparing a funeral: “Two 
days into her vigil we happened to see a priest walking by, down on South Audrey Street. 
‘Those are the real ghouls,’ Nikki said. ‘I hate them all. Priests rabbis, clergymen with their 
stupid fairy tale!’” (110). At the very end of the novel Sabbath screams, “I’m a ghoul, I’m 
a ghoul […]” because he once again escapes punishment for causing so much misery and 
cannot believe he is still alive (451).

Sabbath rails against religion in no uncertain terms, though obviously to him it is not 
something to turn to for material gain, like Edmund does in King Lear. He instead sim-
ply reviews various instances in the belief systems of many religions as nonsensical, and 
asserts that to believe in any one of them is less an excuse for misbehavior than plainly an 
act of believing in the ludicrous:

All the ancient religions were obscene. Do you know how the Egyptians imagined the 
origins of the universe? Any kid can read about it in his encyclopedia. God mastur-
bated. And his sperm flew up and created the universe. (277)

Sabbath reviews many of the ridiculous commands of God in various religions to prove 
his thesis that religion is wholly absurd. Yet some are not really religious in the ordi-
nary sense. Sabbath’s second wife followed the precepts of Alcoholics Anonymous (AA), 
which requires strict adherence to their rules, attitudes and behavior:

[H]e hated her AA slogans and the way of talking she had picked up from AA meet-
ings […] And those words she used! “And afterwards there was a discussion and we 
shared about that particular step.” “I haven’t shared that many times yet…” “Many 
people shared last night…” He didn’t own a gun, even out on the lonely hill where 
they lived, because he didn’t want a gun in a house with a wife who spoke daily of 
“sharing.” (85)

Later Sabbath adds “He also didn’t own a gun because of the word comfortable” (87). 
Like religion, Sabbath sees in Alcoholics Anonymous a reduction of people’s basic critical 
thinking skills and vocabulary: “And is the only way to get off the booze to learn to talk 
like a second grader?” (88). Roseanne speaks the psychobabble fluently, as she claims that 
Sabbath lives following a pattern of domination over women. Sabbath responds, “A pat-
tern is what is printed on a piece of cloth. We are not cloth” (91). 

While Shakespeare presents believers and doubters of these pagan beliefs in pre-Chris-
tian society, Roth devotes the greatest expression on religion only to doubting cynics who 
argue convincingly of the absurdity of any sort of religious faith.
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11. “Thou’lt Come No More, Never, Never, Never, Never, Never!”
At his capture by Edmund in Act 5, Sc. iii, King Lear plans a discussion of story-telling 
and reminiscences of past pleasures with his once again favored daughter Cordelia:

We two alone will sing like birds i’ th’ cage:
When thou dost ask me blessing, I’ll kneel down
And ask of thee forgiveness: so we’ll live,
And pray, and sing, and tell old tales, and laugh
At gilded butterflies, and hear poor rogues
Talk of court news; who wins, who’s in, who’s out;
And take upon’s the mystery of things,
As if we were God’s spies: and we’ll wear out,
In a prison wall, packs and sects of great ones,
That ebb and flow by th’ moon. (131–132)

The same desire shown by King Lear to reminisce about the better days of the past 
with Cordelia in a calm setting is accomplished by Sabbath when he meets his father’s 
100-year-old cousin, thought to be already long dead: “There was Cousin Fish. Not at the 
cemetery under a stone but sitting on a sofa by a side window” (380). Sabbath later com-
ments, “I cannot commit suicide without saying good-bye to Fish” (381). He reminisces 
about the good old days when his cousin took him and his brother out fishing, taught them 
both how to swim out on the Jersey Shore and also sold vegetables out of his truck and 
delivered them to his parents’ house. However, Sabbath’s goal of sharing fond memories 
is not possible: suffering from severe memory loss, Cousin Fish nevertheless constituted 
Sabbath’s only living link to his childhood and to memories of his beloved older brother 
Morty, the WWII pilot now dead for fifty years. In their conversation, Cousin Fish speaks 
to Sabbath of his own life and death pessimistically:

 “I think, when I think of dying, I think I wish I was never born. I wish I was never 
born. That’s right.”
“Why?” 
“’Cause death, death is a terrible thing. You know. Death, it’s no good. So I wish I 
was never born.” […]
I want to die because I don’t have to, he doesn’t want to die because he does have to. 
(396, emphasis in the original)

Cousin Fish, for all his memory loss, has reflected deeply about death: he has seen it up 
close, and he fears it. Cousin Fish has “the incapacity to die. Sitting it out instead.” This 
attitude intensely excites Sabbath: “the perverse senselessness of just remaining, of not 
going” (384) when he survives his wife and both his children.5

Like King Lear, Sabbath has moments of anxiety regarding whether he is a victim or 
a perpetrator. Sabbath considers his past behavior, contemplates if he is guilty of racism 
and sexism, as he considers a burial spot for himself next to a grave marked “Holocaust 
Survivor.”6 He then considers the next grave stone, his own, carrying the words “Beloved 
Whoremonger, Seducer / Sodomist, Abuser of Women, / Destroyer of Morals, Ensnarer of 
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Youth, / Uxoricide, / Suicide / 1929–1994” (376). At this Jewish cemetery toward the end 
of Roth’s novel, Mickey Sabbath talks to the dead and senile relatives, relating old child-
hood memories and old stories they had shared so many years earlier. He had read many 
books on death, and he seems riveted by death in all sorts of ways:

That’s all he did now, read book after book about death, graves, burial, cremation, 
funerals, funerary architecture, funeral inscriptions, and attitudes toward death over 
the centuries, and how-to books dating back to Marcus Aurelius about the art of 
dying. (88)

Sabbath’s first wife Nikki physically holds on to the dead corpse of her beloved mother, 
echoing Lear grasping the dead Cordelia. Both are obviously distraught, emotionally una-
ble to accept their deaths, and in the case of Nikki, “fondling the corpse” (136) for three 
days. Ultimately Sabbath experiences the death of his brother as a pilot in WWII as a loss 
of his entire family, while Lear loses his entire family. Like Sabbath, Lear ends up with no 
children at the conclusion of his life.

12. Conclusion
Sabbath shares some features with King Lear and Roth clearly was influenced by Shake-
speare’s famous tragedy. Roth was recently divorced from his wife Claire Bloom, who had 
appeared as Cordelia at the Old Vic in London. Additionally, Claire Bloom performed a 
one-woman show called “These Are Women: a Portrait of Shakespeare’s Heroines” which 
included Cordelia’s famous lines. Her performances likely had some effect on Roth, who 
had lived in London with the famous English actress and had earlier written two novels 
set in England while she acted on stage and in films. Like Nikki, Claire was no longer a 
presence in Roth’s life in the mid-1990s, and like Sabbath, Roth may have had reasons to 
feel guilty about their break-up.7

The experience of the protagonist of Sabbath’s Theater definitely reveals much that 
is entirely unrelated to the plot or even the suffering evident in Shakespeare’s King Lear. 
The status of the king, his political loss of power after dividing his kingdom, and the 
treachery of his initially obsequious elder daughters, whose power grab first brings about 
Lear’s most serious psychotic episodes – all of these elements are completely absent from 
Sabbath’s experiences in Roth’s novel. Likewise, the devious intrigues of Edmund against 
his father, brother and king are not echoed in Sabbath’s Theater at all. Yet Roth’s novel 
partially rewrites the tragedy: elements of betrayal, the complete loss of the meaning of 
non-erotic love, and the sense of emptiness often expressed in the language of Lear. I 
argue that after the death of Drenka, some of the human trials, torments and expressions of 
despair and madness in Shakespeare’s tragedy strongly reverberate in the novel, and do so 
even in replicating Shakespeare’s language. To a powerful extent, the selfishness exhibited 
by Lear, as well as many of the losses suffered by him, are made contemporary in the life 
of Mickey Sabbath. 
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Notes
1 Mark Krupnick writes that “[Sabbath’s Theater] seems to me much the best novel Philip 

Roth has written and one of the best American novels altogether” in “A Shit-Filled Life: Sabbath’s 
Theater,” 13. Likewise, Harold Bloom wrote in 2003 that Sabbath’s Theater was Roth’s “mas-
terpiece” in his book Genius: A Mosaic of One Hundred Exemplary Creative Minds. New York: 
Warner Books, 207.

2 Sabbath also directed The Cherry Orchard and other classical plays of the Western canon off 
Broadway. (Roth’s ex-wife Claire Bloom had performed in a famous production of The Cherry 
Orchard as Madame Ranevsky.)

3 The messages emitted by the ghost of Sabbath’s mother may be compared with the regular 
admonishments of Lear’s fool, who takes the king to task for his foolish errors.

4 For a discussion on Sabbath’s clothing and attire, see Safer 66.
5 Cousin Fish echoes the pessimistic ending to King Lear: “All’s cheerless, dark and deadly” 

(Act V, Sc. iii), and his Schopenhauerian view of life as not worth the trouble.
6 For further discussion on Sabbath as a perpetrator of pain and hurt of others, see Brett Ashley 

Kaplan, “The American Berserk in Sabbath’s Theater.”
7 For more biographical background on Roth before the writing of Sabbath’s Theater began, see 

Bloom, Leaving a Doll’s House. A Memoir.
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