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Hitler in My Mine
THE ROOTS OF The Castle in the Forest

AN INTERVIEW BY J. MICHAEL LENNON

On September 12,2006,1 went to Norman Mailer’s home in Provincetown to discuss
his forthcomingnovel, The Castle in the Forest (published on January 23, 2007). H

was the first ofaboutfifty interviews he gave in the course of a book tour that took him to
New York, Chicago, Ims Angeles, San Francisco, Philadelphia, and Washington, DC. The

novel, Mailer’s eleventh, was a best seller and went through several printings.

J. MICHAEL LENNON: Canyou say somethingaboiit^ Castle in the Forest<w a way ofperceiw

mgbistory' How ts it different from other historical novels?

NORMAN MAILER: I think the immediate, and I will even say the huge difference is the
narrator. I can t think of any novel offhand in wh.ch an assistant to the Devil or the Devil him­
self, is the narrator. Maybe in short stones-although I can’t think of one of those either-but
ln any ™nt, I found it curiously liberating because it allowed me to enter people's minds at
tv.ll wh.ch is of course the strength of nmeteenth-centuiy novels; you could be godlike. You
could go into everyone's mrnd, or those you chose to enter, and as a result you got three-
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you emphasize it, or were you justfollowing material?

NM: The material hints at it. Nobody ever said
that there was incest as such in any of the books I
read. Maybe there are German works not translat­
ed into English that might suggest it, but I felt it
was implicit. There is no explanation of Hitler

NM: Well, there were three or four on his child­
hood that were important. In the bibliograph)’,
I’ve given asterisks to those. Some books that had
nothing to do with his childhood I’ve also given an
asterisk because they gave me a firm grasp of die
man as a whole. To repeat: You can’t write about a
childhood without knowing the man as a whole.

J ML: One ofthe strongest episodes in the novel concents
the coronation of Nicholas II. What was the reason for

the inclusion of that?

NM: You know, I cannot really give you an
answer. I had rhe instinct that if I wanted to do a
truly good novel I had to move away from the
subject matter in drastic fashion for fifty' pages or
so. Hans Hofmann, who may have been the fore­
most Abstract Expressionist of the flfries and six­
ties, once remarked, speaking of colored tiles, if
you have a wall of blue tiles there should be one
red tile present to make you truly feel the blueness
of the wall. There is a certain monotony to a color
that never shifts. So 1 think that may have been in
my mind. I also felt that to be fixed entirely on
Adolf Hitler’s childhood was going to limit the

, dimensions of the work. Moreover, the narrator,
> D.T., the assistant to the Devil, needed his place.
1 He is much more important to the outcome of

the coronation of Nicholas II than he is in Hafeld
or the other areas of Austria where the novel takes
place. Finally, when you’ve been doing fiction as
long as I have, you do follow your instincts.

In the beginning, a lot of people who read the
earlier versions of the novel were upset by this
departure. My wife was in a fury. She felt that I
had a book which was interesting to read and
then suddenly she’s marooned in Russia—she has
no interest in Russia at this point: ‘It’s a separate
_____ , z _ i should write it as a separate novel.” We
literally had arguments about it. Then I came to
realize that she and the other detractors had a cer­
tain force to their argument. Perhaps it was too
long, too detailed? I began to use the skills you
acquire willy-nilly over fifty years of writing. I did­
n’t wish to mold this departure entirely into the
book; I wanted it to be separate, but I also wanted
it to sit there more comfortably. And 1 happened
to have some fun with the reader. I addressed the
reader. I said, if this bothers you, why, skip over all
these pages—turn to page such and such.

Nonetheless, I feel that the coronation of
Nicholas II is necessary’ for the next novel. At
eighty-three, 1 can’t make any promises, but if I
can keep working for the next few years and do
.......______ ’., . .................. " :r
and have D.T.—my assistant to the Devil—work­
ing with Rasputin. Assuming for the sake of
argument that this won’t happen—I hope it does,

4 but I can offer no guarantee—this proposed sec­
ond Russian section could take on its legitimacy
in relation to the whole.

dimensionality' in relations between the charac- ’
ters. In effect, you were able to see people as they
were on die surface and also within. Of course,
their relations were corseted by nineteenth­
century strictures on morality’. You couldn’t pur­
sue certain lines of inquiry’ at all. On the other
hand, the feel of the relationships was often rich.
As a novelist I’ve missed that nineteenth-century’
strength. I used it in The Naked and the Dead, of
course, where I entered evetyone’s head without
worrying over it. 1 was young then and so it never
occurred to me that these were serious esthetic
problems that you ignore at your peril—the peril
is that in the ranks of serious and acceptable
modem literature, your book sinks into some-
thing a little less among your colleagues. You are
seen as having written a decent best seller. I began
to be bothered by that—I think the success of The
Aalred and the Dead obliged me to become more
senous about my occupation. Obviously if I was
8°>ng to keep writing books I had to learn more.
I had to do more. For years, and now for decades,
' 'c ^ecn obsessed with this problem. I don’t want
10 use the word obsessed—it sounds like I w'as suf-
enog all the time. I’ve been preoccupied with this
Pt0, 'em- How do you enter more than one per-

011 s mind in a novel? How do you avoid the
jnanacles of the first-person observer without vio-

Ung something that’s novelistically ineffable,
dci tortnenting philosophically? So I was
D lg Ced "’hen, behold, I bad an assistant to the

Yi to tell the storv. Been :e then you could cer-
'^enterpeople’smin. ' ’

Pmenb>g.e, >oTheC«dein the Forest.

*
affect th Ont bket°get '
oneoft.re:!dlng0fab0
they-t. h ’C kgs of som
"Tint to P‘ng 'n some
tion , ° d° That to a read. ill answ’er youi h1"-'
>ntewj0WeVer’ since 111 llave to face ic in futuLe
hand wh,S Tbe °nly cbaracter I
beekee ° ** W'loPy imaginary’ is Der Aire, the
Sctious?er ^°‘s’ Hitler’s father, kept bees most
afewb' and so he must have known
anyth; ee.eePers 'n the area. I never came across
or Wa/'g m my research that suggested there was
sary, [nn?t SUc^ a person, but I felt it was neces-
becs and e C°Urse °y ‘t, I became fascinated with
book Th'1 S°on took over a fair amount of the
ate obv' eVe a'e certain symbols in a novel that
klelviHe°US~Melville’s white whale, for example.
'kclargd'^11 sP°ke of the white whale as evil and
black B Clat wh'te was the color of evil, not
quite s0 ?ei e arc other symbols, which are not

0PasyI11i.e|lri'te' They can take on the true power
't'vastl >° and so can be put into words. For me,

le 1 elation of the bees to Adolf Hitler.
JAff. iv,

5 die Mayor of Leonding real?
|M:Ves.I-
"'"'Sai "“vuiei ne was rear me *r—
Priends'/0, ''mattel’AU1 knew is thac Alois ",aS
"'as Mau'1 dlC niay°r of Leonding and his name
buok jofer. There are many such facts in the
'stably °‘C facts than fiction. Still, it is incon-

a novel. The story is told by’ an assistant to

dte Devil—what can be more fictional than that? I
do enter all the minds of my characters. No histo­
rian or biographer can dare to do that. On the
other hand, it has always seemed to me that once
you cross the line from nonfiction to fiction it is
incumbent upon you to be as true to the facts as
you possibly can be. Those are the guideposts that
enable you to chart the interiors of your figures.

JML: Is it fair to say that Hitler’s father, Alois, is as
important a character as Hitler himself in this novel?

NM: I would say he is equally important, maybe
more so. I think I’ve done some fairly good male
characters in my day, and he is certainly one of
the best. I found myselfinrrigued by him. I love it
when I’m truly fond of writing a character. Where
every time, something interesting occurs. Where
I’m not on top of it, where I don’t feel that I dom­
inate rhe character too entirely. He or she will
show little vices and virtues I wasn’t quite pre­
pared for and yet they are absolutely believable. I
go back to my often-used recollection of Jean
Malaquais talking about writing, when I asked my
him why he continued to write his novels when it A J'

was so hard for him-he would spend fourteen
hours a day at his desk and end up with three
hundred words. Once I said to him, “You’re a
very intelligent man. Why do you insist on being
a writer?” We had that kind of friendship; we
were candid with each other. And he said, “Oh, I
would never give it up. The only time I know the
truth is at the point of my pen.” And I find that
true. It’s one of the joys of writing. It is as if you
are actually entering reality, and it will show you

where to make the next move.
JML: Did you do the same kind of researchfor this novel
that you did for the Picasso biography or for The novc|
Gospel According to the Son? literallyha

A NM: Or for Harlot’s Ghost.

JML: Or Harlot’s Ghost.
NM: I always do as much research as my mind
can digest, which means I often do a lot. Certain
books take a good many years. Seven years went ~
into Harlot’s Ghost and eleven years for Ancient 11

Evenings. For Oswald’s Tale, 1 must have done two
years of research. On this one, I spent four years
of research, the last two while writing it. I had
already read everything I could about that earl}’
period in Hitler’s life, on which, incidentally,
there are not that man}' good books in English. I
also read everything in English concerning ''“rl .....Hider’s life, the entire life. That’s why the bibhog- ',e ncxt book. 1 would like to have Rasputin in it
mphy is not short. 1 haven’t counted how many ' ~ ’■ —i.

books are in the bibliography but there must be
well over a hundred. I don’t know. Quite a few.
Maybe two hundred, I don’t know. I didn’t read
every last one of them to every last page, but 1 cer­
tainly read most of them carefull}’. Ifyou’rc going
to write about someone in their childhood, and JML: The theme of incest is,,Nowwb,.r| , into their adolescence, }VU do have to know a - - ^g m the novel. Did

met he was real the way I paint g00d deal about the final product. The man is in

the earl)' material.
JML: IRts ‘"IV hook or any cluster of books more
indispensable toyour research, or was it that you took

alittlebitjronialotofbooks?
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, . _ large differencewithout assuming some vei} iaig
between him and other human bungs.
these possibilities is that he is a highly inc
being, conceived by his mother, who is the da g
ter of his father. I have felt for a long nme
this is where a great many people u o rL^
interview will part company with me altogc t e
but I’ve often believed that God and the Devil, or
their representatives if you will, are present in
sexual intercourse that has excitement T ie\ are
there. So, I propose that the conception of Ado
Hitler took place with the Devil present. E'en as
Gabriel was present when Christ was conceived. It
any man was ever Jesus Christs opposite, itwas
Adolf Hitler. So I didn’t have a backwards look
about the incest; I thought it was basic to the con
ception. Incidentally, ironically, all those years ago
when I was writing Advertisements for Myself 1 said
something about how I wanted to enter certain
mysteries of our time and I listed incest. For y ears
I wondered why. There was nothing incestuous in
my life. It had never been a preoccupation in my
mind. But all those decades between writing that
and now—four or five decades later—there has
been no use of incest in any form in my work.
Now; it is one of the major themes of the book.

J ML: Well, it is an historical fact that Hitler had one
testicle.

NM: No, it’s not an historical face It’s argued. I
accept it as likely.

incest.

NM: Yes-
jMLc^didba^^^

whole body of the ° but at the least,
is another factor, minor P^ P* ted
Klara, Hitlers nl°th ,jood unde, he was taken

niece. He was not K godfather, but
into her mother s fam 1, .8^ PsyCho-

sh^O""'vas incest. She was cohabi-

logically. then uncle.
taring with a man she

IhI briber into the thought that
^'’^"^Sr^beu'asyottngYousaid

yon call them, Cudgels.
NM: Well, I don’t call them Cudgels. The assis­
tant to the Devil does. That is because they are
always beating him up. Look, I happen to believe
that God and the Devil are present in our affairs.
Earlier in history, even before civilization
humans were more like peons in relation to God
and the Devil, able to manifest basic instincts­
hunting, procreation, and so forth. By now, I
think humans have developed enough independ­
ence that it has become a three-pronged war. At
anj7 given moment, any two can team up against
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ouldn’t ignore him.
nd about a lot of Jewish
is not much comprehen-
o lose half of the people in
than a decade. The Irish
for what they lost to the
menians have some sense.
g, the average WASP or
lie in America doesn t real-

the third element. These noti0ns
antipathetic to modern psycholo°fc0(|
olute assumption that God and t) "’’it/*'—
no relationship to our affairs. I tlli Dtvi]
icing. It fails to account for a great 7'”tis«
tional or exceptional human behav■ ofC ~
those moments when we end Up doV‘°r' Pr^_

ble things that can’t be explains
mal theories of passion or neurosis

J ML: My last question conies from Donna
said, “Thefact that Norman isJewish andh
Hitler in thisgand novel, how much does 1^"^
tity have to do with his desire to unite this nov^’’^

NM: I think just about everything, pv
ing with Hitler in my mind ever since') °£Cl'li'-
years old. By 1932, even before he bee "aSni,le
ing force, my mother was intensely s^’*

the dangers he presented. After he
power, certainly all through my
everything that happened in Nazi Genn^”"^
to cause her pain. It was as if she knew.^
grown up with a knowledge of the anu-Se,^
intensions her father had left behind when be­
come to America. But then as a child go^ngV

school on the streets of Long Branch, New k °

where she grew up, there were kids who would
abuse her and call her “Christ killer.” Christian
kids. So, Hitler was immensely real to het from
early on. Finally, he -ook over a portion of mi-
existence as well. You
people don’t under
behavior is that the
sion of what it meat:
your race in no me
have some sense of
potato famine. The
But generally speal
well-established Catl
ly understand it. Of urse, in the main, they do

feel antipathetic to . iti-Semitism. Any promi­
nent politician who utters an anti-Seminc
remark could see his political career terminated
But even this is not necessarily equal to under
standing how deep an influence Hitler ma <
upon the Jews of my parents’ generation an^
mine. So, this is a book that I’ve wanted to W
for the last fifty years. In fact, originally
going to do a different version of it-'
believe I would have called it The Castle in
est, but the epilogue to this novel contain

seeds of that earlier conception.

JML: The concentration camp novel—beff1

early 1950s, and never completed.

NM: Yes. ,
• m eW"f)

J- MICHAEL LENNON is preparing
Norman Mailer’s letters for publication in
by Random House, and was recently apP01

authorized biographer.

psipiorafegmaii.com
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HILARY MASTERS is the author of more than twenty
books. His most recent not’d is Eleg}' for Sam Emer­
son (Southern Methodist University Press), reviewed
elsewhere in this issue.
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ally signif-
• like Adolf Hitler, a
ice and of spurious
'■baked ideas and
that citizenry into
efeat in World War
chat followed were
historical develop-
why these wound-
mtibodies that lay
eing yet remains a

a beehive’s extermination—the prodigious
information on beekeeping somehow
endowing the metaphor’s rightness.

The novel ends with Adolf turning fif­
teen, a crafty adolescent with elaborate
masturbation techniques; a poor student
with a desire to be an artist “Prevent this,”
the Devil steps in to tell his minion. “The
last thing we need is one more artist full of
sour spirit at his lack of large recognition.’’
As we know, Hitler’s bucolic scenes of cot­
tages enveloped by climbing roses were
rejected more than once by the Vienna
Academy, and one can only wonder about
the difference in world history if a small
space at the end of a hallway had been 

found for his pedestrian dabble. Thus enters the
Devil to toy with our destiny as a means to defeat
the Dummkopf, as his opponent is called.

This profile by Norman Mailer of one of the
era’s important monsters will not appeal to
everyone nor will it bolster the causal relation­
ships some accept as history, but The Castle in the
Forest is contemplation worthy of a place in die
acknowledgment of this horror, even if it is not a
guide for its complete understanding.

“To read about the skills or triumphs of any
protagonist,” says the demon-narrator, “is bound
to elicit happiness in just about all who follow
the story, especially if there is a suggestion of the
sentimental, or even better, the magical—useful
tools for any author who wishes to arouse quick
emotions in the reader. Thar is why so many pop­
ular writers come looking for us. We love them.
We do nor disabuse them. We enjoy them. Popu­
lar writers usual!}’ believe they are working both
for God and their own prosperous selves. All the
while, we are encouraging them to steep their
readers in baths of misperception. The profit
comes ro us. Misperception of reality will, at the
least, waste God’s Time, and that is a form of
compound interest in our economy.”

And so unfolds this perception of a reality we
all think we recognize, of which we at least share
a comfortable understanding, only to be wak­
ened to a more dreadful nightmare.

Castle in the

U"'^SC’2007
DOZEN or SO YEARS of the Nazi

devastated the twentieth cen-
** never been fully explained, and
n“)' f us who came of age as that hor-
ll'Tus swath cuc acr0SS human worth
te", remember the glib newsreels-those
flvaffe aces in their natty uniforms

d cocked hats—that held our interest
®fon, the feature film. How this disaster

happened has been documented plenti­
ful!, but the question of why still seems

browse undisturbed in tire depths of

the Black Forest.
It is still hard to believe that Germany,

one of the most civilized countries in the
raid, culturally and intellect
leant, could fall for a third-ra;
quick study of the common
texts, and then allow his '
comic-opera posturing to k
destruction. Yes, die crushin
land the economic depress!
factors that contributed to i
menr of the Third Reich, b
ings also released the virule
unsuspected in the German
mystery to many.

in The Castle in the Forest, Norman Mailer offers
" meditation on, if not an explanation of, this

reviews have reminded us that this
t0 C 'S j1'5 drst book in ten years as if to alert us

f ,me but this reader finds the prose
tte- t01 e ^ePtb and richness of his earlier oeu-
lectu^T volumes. The wit and intel-

and^eX eaSlly’ C'le 'ailSLIage plays grace-
this voi IEIS a I0!7 to read cbis quality of writing,
uiannere/° difFerenr from t'lac beard in the well-

011 from W’endnaen« passed and then passed
As rnanMernP°Iai^ wr*c‘ng workshops.

concerns fo rr}USC kno"' by now, Mailer’s novel
''‘lolfHitler^ °^100cl and formative years of
k^use it ■ e^1Pbasis on the formative perhaps,
^'’ll’adal 1 le. novel*st>s suggestion that the
r'0 's la'Kelv111^ ^'S s'laPe- Yec> narra'

a'”ily, his n C°ncernecl with the young Hitler’s
^it strif,a'entS anc* s‘blings and how their
^llc,ecnth cen<:V0^VeC‘ 'n dle ^ast quadrant of the

b l'lllt In the A111^ H‘S facber *s an ambitious civil
I, lrvailcr.it st, UsCr*an customs bureau, a diligent
ii,l|ll^'uls. Hi/^ UP dlc ladder into the petit

' ,s°l|kc o;iOtl- ’s £Uq efficient housekeeper
sl'eady love for her son. So, Mailer 

gives us a family portrait, and if the reader didn’t
know that rhe boy called Adi would grow up to
become the Fiihrer, this story could be read as an
old-fashioned novel of peasant life, ordinary rou­
tines determined by the seasons. Oh yes, there’s a
little incest here and there, and some preoccupa­
tion with anal issues, but that could have been said
of almost any family. After all, where was Dr.
Freud finding his patients?

But we have privileged information, and Mail­
er’s relentless naturalistic pursuit of the family’s
ordinary existence prompts whisperings from
another observer of this conundrum—the voice of
Hannah Arendt. Her ghost anyway. However, as
some have argued since her essay appeared nearly
fifty years ago, her concept of“the banality of evil
leaves no room for conflict; take it or leave it, she
seems to say, there are alum’s bad apples on the
same branch with the rest of us decent fonts and

we’re never going to learn why.
But Mailer, the novelist, offers another possi­

bility and TbeCastle in t/ieftnstdra-nanzes this.
may be another take-it-or-leave-it proposition, but
ma- ■ .trine for it envisions a Milton­
ic isa Io'more inteI^ J i &,i for foe future of

Young Hitlers foe Maestro,
minor demon, on assig ori.
who guides the peas- „T he calls himself,

identity, one of ........ ,$ histnonic dom-
He reports his ' jn games, the willfol

Cnjest
y NORMAN MAILER

lrvailcr.it


NEW from Provincetown Arts Press:

BLUE NIGHTS photographs by geo^ge mofsose
Preface by Christopher Busa, Introduction by Norman Mailer

"After midnight, many
lamps are still on in town,
and one can often see in
[Hirose’s] prints a line of
light etched by a car as it
comes around a turn.”

—Norman Mailer,
from the. Introduction


