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■ then Two now has a real edge. Conceivably—if the stakes have
T been high—he or she might someday be in a position to take
J over One’s job. On the other hand, if One was right in going
4 ahead with you and your property does well for the company,
t then Two may never forgive One for exhibiting superior acu-
j men.

On the other hand, if One turns to Two and says, “Okay, we
I won’t take it on,” and the film that is made by others from your

book or script does not do well, then Two can feel genial enough
to say, “I’m working for a pretty good guy. He pays attention to
me; he respects me. That is because he knows I’m usually right.”
Of course, if the company who picks it up makes real money,
Two is left at a whole disadvantage.

Ergo, the rule suggests: Get to the number-two man and hope
he likes your work.

On the other hand, if you’ve written your best, forget about
these matters. It’s taken me fifty years to learn this sort of thing.
In that sense, it’s not worth learning. After all, I still have to find
out how to get to Number Two.

On this practical note, let me add another tip: An American
Dream was originally published in Esquire in 1964 and had a
scene where a black man said shit about twenty times. Now, I
didn’t really need all twenty. Twelve would have been better, but
I also knew that if I put in twelve, the editors would take out five,
so I put in twenty. And the editors screamed, but I ended__uo
with my twelve. They were happy and I was_happy^-—' ~ P

THE BITCH

I remember, years ago, talking about the novel with Gore Vidal.
We were reminiscing in mutually sour fashion over the various
pirates, cutthroats, racketeers, assassins, pimps, rape artists,
and general finks we had encountered on our separate travels
through the literary world, and we went on at length, comment­
ing—Gore with a certain bitter joy, I with some uneasiness—
upon the decline of our metier in recent years. We were speaking
as trade unionists. It was not that the American novel was neces­
sarily less good than it had been immediately after the war so 
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Every novelist who has slept with the Bitch (only poets and writ
ers of short stories have a Muse) comes away bragging afterwan
like a G.I. tumbling out of a whorehouse spree—“Man, I mad
her moan” goes the cry of the young writer. But the Bitch laugh
afterward in her empty bed. “He was so sweet in the beginning,
she declares, “but by the end he just went, ‘Peep, peep, peep.’"

much as that the people we knew seemed to care much less
about novels. The working conditions were not as good. One
rarely heard one’s friends talking about a good new novel any­
more; it was always an essay in some magazine or a new play
which seemed to occupy the five minutes in a dinner party when
writers are discussed rather than actors, politicians, friends, soci­
ety, or, elevate us, foreign affairs. One could not make one’s liv­
ing writing good novels anymore. With an exception here and
there, it had always been impossible, but not altogether—there
used to be the long chance of having a best-seller. Now with
paperback books, even a serious novel with extraordinarily
good reviews was lucky to sell thirty or forty thousand copies—
most people preferred to wait a year and read the book later in .
its cheap edition.

So we went on about that, and the professional mediocrity of
book reviewers and the indifference of publishers, the lack of
community among novelists themselves, the backbiting, the glee:
with which most of us listened to unhappy news about other nov-'
elists, the general distaste of the occupation—its lonely hours, its
jealous practitioners, its demands on one’s character, its assaults
on one’s ego, its faithlessness as inspiration, its ambushes as fash­
ion. Since we had both begun again to work on a novel after
some years of taking on other kinds of writing, there was a pleas­
ant irony to all we said. We were not really as bitter as we pre-’
tended.

Finally, I laughed. “Gore, admit it. The novel is like the Great
Bitch in one’s life. We think we’re rid of her, we go on to other
women, we take our pulse and decide that finally we’re enjoying
ourselves, we’re free of her power, we’ll never suffer her depre­
dations again, and then we turn a corner on a street, and there’s
the Bitch smiling at us, and we’re trapped. We know the Bitch
has still got us.”

Vidal gave that twisted grin of admiration which is extracted
from him when someone else has coined an image that could fit
his style. “Indeed,” he said, “the novel is the Great Bitch.” .1
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A man lays his character on the line when he writes a novel.
Anything in him which is lazy, or meretricious, or unthought-
out, complacent, fearful, overambitious, or terrified by the ulti-
.mate logic of his exploration will be revealed in his book. Some
writers are skillful at concealing their weaknesses; some have a
genius for converting a weakness into an acceptable mannerism
of style. Nonetheless, no novelist can escape his or her own char­
acter altogether. That is, perhaps, the worst news any young
writer can hear.

One more note on the Bitch. A friend, after reading the above
paragraphs, said, “There’s the tide for your book—I Made Her
Moan.” I assured him that I never had a day so brave as to be
ready to use that title.



FIRST PERSON VERSUS
THIRD PERSON

Third person and first person are at least as different as major
and minor keys in music.

In the first person, you gain immediacy but lose insight, because
you can hardly move into other people’s heads without using a
few devices, usually dubious.
^fRe Deer Park underlined the difficulty. At one point, the
young man who was telling the story stated that he was shifting
from first person to third. He was now old enough, went his
claim, to understand people he had not understood before. Be­
cause he now had more of an idea of how they think, he would
write about them in third person. I believe it worked, but I
would not swear to it.

In first person, the style has to be altogether tuned to the man
who’s telling the story. (Only once did I have a woman as the
narrator. And that was Marilyn Monroe in Of Women and Their
Elegance.)

When your prime character is a man, the key choice is not
how bright he is, because however smart, he can’t be more intel­
ligent than you are. That’s easy. You dumb him down to taste or
bring him up to your level. The real question is, How tough is 
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he? Do you have the inner sanction to create a man who’s braver
and tougher than yourself? The answer is yes. Contra Heming­
way—yes! You can do that by exercising your critical imagina­
tion. It must not be wish fulfillment! You are entitled to guess
how you might act if you were that much more of a hero.

I don’t know how to pose the question for an author who’s fe­
male. Can she, for example, write about a woman who is more
sensitive than herself? Probably not. She could write about a
woman who uses her sensitivity and sensibility more than her­
self, because she can then key on all the frustrated times in her
existence when the sensitivity and sensibility she possessed were
not appropriate to a harsh occasion. Following question: Can a
woman write about another woman more passionate than her­
self? Probably. Or a woman who’s colder than herself? Without
doubt.

In the third person, there’s a different set of difficulties.
With a full use of the third person, you are God—well, of

course, not quite, but, one way or another, you are ready to see
into everyone’s mind/rKatusmever routine. There is, of course,
an easier approach—point-of-view third person, where you re-

\ main in one character’s mind but are still viewing your protago-
/ nist from outside, and usually from abpyejjln ti^classicvenTof"

third person^ however, where^you-eater-eaeh-and-every one’s -
xonscioustressSt is not routine to get over the embarrassment
that you are able to accommodate certain characters’ minds with
considerably more skill than you can with others’. This Olym­
pian third person, this Tolstoyan presence, needs experience,
confidence, irony, insight, and lordly detachment. When it can
be done, hurrah. Most of the great ninete ’enth-century novels
achieve just that tone. Today, it’s usually up to the novelists who
write best-sellers. In their case, God is always ready to offer an
adjective adequate to their means. Teeming excitement, unen­
durable suspense, delightful joy, grim misery, dogged courage.
But let me not froth at the mouth. There was a time when I used
to do that myself.

First person point of view, however, remains a fine tool. You can
get to places you don’t arrive at any other way. Of course, you
can also injure your writing hand. As an instrument, it’s double-
edged. Hemingway had a marvelous sense of its limitations and
used it to create his style. He dramatized its first edict: Do not 
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Nonetheless, I have considerable regard for the first person,
Once I even dared to cross the line with it. That began on a
given night, in a small Paris hotel room, when I couldn’t sleep.

It was not until I struggled with Advertisements for Myself that I
began to recognize how curious it was to be working in the first
person. Now, many writers good and bad have been employing
that mode for centuries, but I had to come to this remarkable
conclusion on my own. The first person was not all that available
a way to write. It proved to be a very interesting and exciting
mode of literary presence, with large limitations, and you really
do have to understand it as such—especially if you’re dealing .
with your own presence. Nothing is more difficult than to be­
come comfortable writing about yourself in the first person. It’s
highly unnatural, because “I” makes up only about a third of the
consciousness of any human being. “I” may be the prow of the
ego, but you do get into all sorts of other places where you want
“one” to talk about different aspects of yourself. And then there .
is even second person, you, employed as if it is first person: “You I
get up, you brush your teeth, you feel lousy this morning.” (In
the first period of awakening, you can indeed feel like a vague I
entity slightly outside yourself.) And there is also the third per- I
son when used as a substitute for “I”—for one, the character I
named Norman Mailer in The Armies of the Night. Using the third I
person in this manner may be a special condition of first person, I
but it is legitimate. There is a part of the ego that is superior to I
ourselves—that person who observes us carefully even as we’re I
doing bizarre things, that special persona, possessed of immacu- I
late detachment, who is always saying, “Oh, are we really doing I
well right now?” A wonderful voice. Because it enables you to I
treat yourself as one more character in a field of characters. I

talk about things that could prove embarrassing. They don’t feel
right in the telling, not when the “I” stands at the head of the
sentence. So there’s a tendency, most marked in Hemingway, to
keep most of his revelations at arm’s length. As, for example, the
famous last sentences of A Farewell to Arms.

We live in a time that is astonishingly more open, but the
edict, adjusted, still remains. First person cannot be as free as
the separation between author and protagonist offered by the
third person.
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The room was tiny,- the double bed took up almost all the floor,
and you could break your toe trying to walk around. I didn’t
want to go rummaging in my suitcase for a book, so I picked up
a Gideon Bible (in English!) on my bedside table and started
reading. I hadn’t looked at the New Testament for thirty or forty
years, but I recalled that a man named Fulton Oursler once sold

' over a million copies of a book called The Greatest Story Ever Told,.
Now, with the bona fide Gospels in my hand, I thought, Well,
this may be the greatest story, but it is certainly being told abom­
inably. Sayings popped out of the New Testament that were wor­
thy of Shakespeare, but much in the double columns was poorly
described. An ungainly prose pronged with golden nuggets. I
thought, There have got to be a hundred novelists in the world
who can do a better job. I’m one of them.

The notion was intriguing. When I thought of all the hyp­
ocrites and corruptibles and power seekers who had been living
with the Gospel for centuries, standing foursquare on any gno­
mic chunk of text they could use to abet their aims, I decided,
Why not just tell the story? It is, in fact, a fascinating one. The
narrative keel is mind-boggling. We are dealing with a man who
is obliged to recognize through the evidence itself that he is the
Son of God. The difficulty of such a book would be to write
about a man considerably nicer than myself. That is never easy.
To fashion a character who is meaner than yourself—a piece of
cake. But to do someone who is better? Jean Malaquais once
remarked that you can write about any character but one. “Who
is that?” “A novelist more talented than yourself.”

I thought, This is analogous. A finer sense of morality is also a
higher talent. Yes, the problems were interesting.

I decided my character had to be more of a man than a god,
an existential man, dominated by the huge cloud that he is the
Son of God. Jesus, as the protagonist, doesn’t feel worthy, but he
is ready nonetheless to do his best every step of the way. Not in
command of every situation, but will do his best. And he does
have his startling successes.

Moreover, I had to decide whether to travel in first person or
third. First person would have everyone saying: “That egoma­
niac. Does Mailer now think he’s Jesus Christ? What an over­
inflamed vanity!” That’s the bad side, I thought, but at least I
can avoid the larger mistake of doing it in the third person. Be­
cause that would soon get mixed up with the actual text of the 
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Gospels, and the reader would wonder, Is this sentence from the
New Testament or was it added? That can only make for a squir-
relly experience as one reads. All right, then. First person.
Damn the torpedoes, first person. Play the Ace.

It became interesting. If it was too biblical in the beginning, I
did have an editor who is totally irreligious, Jason Epstein. He
was appalled that I was writing this book. We’re friends, but he’s
one tough editor. And he’s most often all too right or altogether
wrong. So, you have to make a quick decision. Yes, the style was
too biblical.

After which, it was relatively easy. The book was short enough
for me to work up seven variations on the style. I had to find the
balance between a biblical rhythm and a contemporary one—
something that would not inflict a biblical grip on one’s mind yet
would keep the echo. Before I was done, it all took a year from
that night in that much-too-small hotel room on the He St.-Louis.
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STAMINA
I

I’m now eighty, but some people still regard me as a wild man.
Even at my peak, that was only five to ten percent of my na­

ture. The rest was work. I like work. I remember Elia Kazan say­
ing one day at Actors Studio, “Here, we’re always talking about
the work. We talk about it piously. We say the work. The work.
Well, we do work here, and get it straight: Work is a blessing.” He
said this, glaring at every one of us. And I thought, He’s right.
That’s what it is. A blessing.

Of course, if you ask what work is dependent upon, the key
word, an unhappy one, is stamina. It’s as difficult to become a
professional writer as a professional athlete. It often depends on
the ability to keep faith in yourself. One must be willing to take
risks and try again. And it does need an enormous amount of
ongoing working practice to be good at it. Since you are affected
by what you read as a child and adolescent, it also takes a while
to unlearn all sorts of reading reflexes that have led you into bad
prose.

I remember in the summer before my Junior year, working on
my very first novel, No Percentage (which will remain forever
unpublished), I ran into a phrase by Henry James. He spoke of
“the keeping up.” Ttert~can=be'TKe first horror to face when
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^ouVe^^un^OTS^oveftends to change alTtooquickly. It may
<even be the cardinal reason why people in college tend to stay
away from longer fiction. Young short-story writers, no matter
how good, often blow up when they attempt a longer work.
They’ll have a good beginning, but the second chapter goes off
and they never get it back. The sad truth is that a would-be nov­
elist possibly has to start a few books that do give out, or even
crash, before a sense of the difficulties is acquired. If the same
likelihood of early failure applied to young race-car drivers,
there would not be speedways.

A large part of writing a novel is to keep your tone. I love start­
ing a book; I usually like finishing one. It’s the long middle
stretches that call on your character—all that in-between!— :
those months or years when you have to report to work almost
every day. You don’t write novels by putting in two brilliant
hours a week. You don’t write novels if you lose too many morn­
ings and afternoons to a hangover.

Sometimes, when you’re in a bad period, you must in effect
contract yourself for weeks running. “I’m going in to write to­
morrow,” you have to declare, and, indeed, show up at your
desk, even though there’s nothing in you, and sit there for
hours, whatever number of hours you told yourself you were;
going to put in. Then, if nothing happens, you still show up
the next day and the next and the next, until that recalcitrant
presence, the unconscious, comes to decide you can finally be.
trusted. Such acceptance is crucial. The unconscious expects,
that what it has prepared for you in your sleep should be ex-
pressed, ideally, the next day. We live, you see, in an arm’s-
length relationship to our unconscious. It has to be convinced
over and over again to believe in you. Sometimes when you’re
writing a novel, you have to live as responsibly as a good monk.
That does get easier as you grow older. 4^

t---- 7
/ Writing is wonderful when you talk about it. It’s fun to contem-

,— I plate. But writing as a daily physical activity is not agreeable/
\ | You put on weight, you strain your gut, you get gout and

chilblains. You’re alone, and every day you have to face a blank
piece of paper. ;

■. I

There’s nothing glorious about being a professional. You be-,
come more dogged. You probably relinquish the upper reaches
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of the mind in order to be able to do your stint of work each day:
That means you are ready to endure a certain amount of drudg­
ery. But your mind is, obviously, not enthralled by such dull con­
ditions. Professionalism probably comes down to being able to
work on a bad day.

I used to have a little studio in Brooklyn., a couple of blocks
from my house—no telephone, not much else. The only thing I
ever did there was work. It was perfect. I was like a draft horse
with a conditioned reflex. I came in ready to sit at my desk. No
television, no way to call out. Didn’t want to be tempted. There’s
an old Talmudic belief that you build a fence around an impulse.
If that’s not good enough, you build a fence around the fence.
So, no amenities. (But for a refrigerator!) I wrote longhand with
a pencil and I gave it to my assistant, Judith McNally. She would
type it for me and next day I would go over it. Since at my age
you begin to forget all too much, I would hardly remember what
I had written the day before. It read, therefore, as if someone
else had done it. The critic in me was delighted. I could now
proceed to fix the prose. The sole virtue of losing your short­
term memory is that it does free you to be your own editor. <---- -

When I read something good, I want to do a critical piece. I
want to expand on where I think the author is terrific and
where he or she is lacking—especially if reviewers are blowing it
up too high. I may feel, It’s good but not that good—let’s get
into it. So it can be immensely distracting. Your mind settles on
the work you are reading rather than the one you’re supposed
to be laboring on. A tendency grows to protect yourself by not
reading anything that’s too good. Stendhal, for instance, used to
peruse the Code Napoleon every day in the loo before he’d start
to write.

Now, I didn’t always follow that rule. When I was doing The
Naked and the Dead, I used to pick up Thomas Wolfe and Tolstoy.
I didn’t read them every day, but they were on my writing desk
and they were perfect for what I needed, Tolstoy particularly.
The tone of Anna Karenina was wonderful for The Naked and the
Dead. And then there was Thomas Wolfe to steam up the de­
scriptions. If I needed a tropical sunset or the smell of the jun-
gle^H^l Wolfe. For the characters, Tolstoy.

I never know what the style of a book will be until I get into it.
Sometimes you aim high and don’t get it—you have to settle for 
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a more functional tone. After all, style is very much like the pace
a serious jogger sets for himself. You have to be able to maintain
it. In that sense, style is an offshoot of character. With all else,
character is the wise or foolish estimate of your resources.
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I think it’s important for a writer to keep in shape. But it’s hard
to talk about. Harry Greb, for example, was a fighter who used
to keep in shape. He was completely a fighter, the way one might
wish to be completely a writer. He always did the things that
were necessary to him as a fighter. Now, some of these things
were extremely irrational from a prize-fight manager’s point of
view. That is, before he had a fight he would go to a brothel and
he would have two prostitutes, not one, taking the two of them
into the same bed. And this apparently left him feeling like a
wild animal. Don’t ask me why. Perhaps he picked the two mean­
est whores in the joint and so absorbed into his system all the
small, nasty, concentrated evils that had accumulated from car- ’
loads of men. Greb was known as the dirtiest fighter of his time.
He didn’t have much of a punch, but he could spoil other fight­
ers and punish them; he knew more dirty tricks than anyone
around, and the two whores were an essential part of his train­
ing methods. He did it over and over again until he died at a rel- ,
atively early age of a heart attack on an operating table. I think
he died before he was thirty-eight. They operated on him, and
bang, he went. i

The point I want to make is that he stayed in training by the J
way he lived his life. The paramount element was to keep in
shape. If he was drinking, you see, the point was to keep in |
shape while drinking. I’m being a touch imprecise... . Put it this 1
way: He would not drink just to release his tension. Rather, what I
went on was that there was tension in him which was insupport-: i
able, so he had to booze. But reasoning as a professional, he felt 1
that if he was going to drink, he might as well use that too. In the
sense that the actor uses everything which happens to him, so
Greb as a fighter used everything. As he drank, he would notice
the way his body moved. One of the best reasons one drinks is to j
become aware of the way your mind and body move. Now, let
me try to apply this.

z— “'Craft is a grab bag of procedures, tricks, lore, formal gymnas-
—tics, symbolic superstructures—methodology, in short. It’s the

compendium of what you’ve acquired from others. And since
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great writers communicate a vision of experience, one can’t usu­
ally borrow their methods. Their method is married to the vi­
sion. Therefore, one acquires craft more from good writers and
mediocre writers with a flair. Craft, after all, is what you can take
out whole from their work. But keeping in shape is something
else. For example, you can do journalism and it can be terrible
for your style. Or it can temper your style. In other words, you
can become a better writer by doing a lot of different kinds of
writing. Or you can deteriorate. There’s a book that came out a
few years ago which was a sociological study of some Princeton
men—I forget the name of it. One of them said something which
I thought was extraordinary. He wanted to perform the sexual
act under every variety of condition, emotion, and mood avail­
able to him. I was struck with this not because I ever wanted nec­
essarily to have that kind of sexual life but because it seemed to
me that was what I was trying to do with my writing. I edit on a
spectrum which runs from the high, clear manic impressions of
a drunk that has made one electrically alert all the way down to
the soberest reaches of a low mood where I can hardly bear my
words. By the time I’m done with writing I care about, I usually
have worked on it through the full spectrum of my conscious­
ness. If you keep yourself in this peculiar kind of shape, the craft
will take care of itself. Craft is very little, finally. But if you’re
continually worrying about whether you’re growing or deterio­
rating as a man, whether your integrity is turning soft or firming
itself, why, then, it is in that slow war, that slow rearguard battle
you fight against diminishing talent, that you stay in shape as a
writer and have a consciousness. You develop a consciousness as
you grow older which enables you to write about anything, in ef­
fect, and write about it well. That is, provided you keep your
consciousness in shape and don’t relax into flabby styles of
thought. They, after all, surround one everywhere. The mo­
ment you borrow other writers’ styles of thought, you need craft
to shore up the walls. But if what you write is a reflection of your
own consciousness, then even journalism can become interest­
ing. One wouldn’t want to spend one’s life at it, and I wouldn’t
ever want to be caught justifying journalism as a major activity
(it’s obviously less interesting than to write a novel), but it’s legit­
imate to see it as a venture of one’s ability to keep in shape
rather than as an essential betrayal of the chalice of your art.

Indeed, many good writers get smashed en route. In that
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If you can, I think it’s a good idea to rotate your crops. Once
you’ve written a novel that’s factual and realistic and big, awfully 1
close to what happened, then it’s probably a good idea that your
next novel be as fanciful as possible. Yes—if you can, rotate those.
crops.
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I’ve often felt that those times when you can work or make love
with great energy occur when your best and worst motives are
working in cooperation for once.

Once you are committed to earning your living from your pen,
you discover that you can push yourself. It’s analogous to what i
athletes do when they take steroids to gain more strength. Ulti-.
mately damaging, but they set records. We do the same thing, l
You can force yourself to write much more than you want to. 1
And the writing will not necessarily deteriorate. Not necessarily.
But you can end up with a bad nervous system or a shortened
life. Of course, one can always hope for transcendence. Some-. I
times working much harder than one wants to work can liberate
energy. Sometimes. J
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sense, they are like race-car drivers, and the punishment they
take stops them eventually. They write less well, or they take a
tremendously long time to write, or they lose the desire to write.

Of course, it’s virtually as if writers are there to be ruined.
Look at the list: booze, pot, too much sex, too little, too much
failure in one’s private life, too much attrition, too much recog­
nition, too little recognition, frustration. Nearly everything in
the scheme of things works to dull a first-rate talent. But the
worst probably is cowardice—as one gets older, one becomes
aware of one’s cowardice. The desire to be bold, which once was
a joy, gets heavy with caution and. duty. And finally there’s apa­
thy. About the time it doesn’t seem too important anymore to be
a major writer, you know you’ve slipped far enough to be doing
our work on the comeback trail.
The hardest thing for a&^plderZwriter to decide is whether

he’s burned-out or merely lying fallow. I was ready to think I
was burned-out before I even started The Naked and the Dead. I
had written a few good things in college and now had to wonder
whether my time in the Army had blunted that talent. That is
exactly how little sense a young writer can have of his or her own
literary future. .

V
S
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The literary life is not all about envy. There is a corollary. Good
writers are as competitive as good athletes. When I come across
an interesting novel, I don’t go at it as other people do. I read
critically, the way one athlete will watch another’s performance.
Not watch it with venom—quite the contrary. You might say to
yourself, “His spiral is tighter than mine and he’s got five more
yards on me at least, but I scramble better.” The ideal is to give a
good novel its credit and never overlook its power by deciding
too quickly that the work is overrated, which is exactly the
dreadful tendency underwritten by the envy chronic to the
writer’s occupation. Is this because we are obliged to work alone
so much of the time?

A few words on rewriting and research.
Rewriting is where your working experience over the years

has its day. There comes a time when you know how to get the
maximum out of what you’ve done. The only way to accelerate
this skill when you are young is to have the courage to look at it
when you’re about ready to destroy it. If something still comes
through, then it may well have the merit to be worked upon fur­
ther. It is also not bad to read things at the top of your feelings in
order to get a sense of what the maximum might be. If nothing
else, all this will give you a tolerance for the extraordinary range
of reaction you can receive in the classroom. You realize that the
people who don’t like your work aren’t necessarily evil and the
people who love your stuff don’t have to be altogether illustri­
ous.

Research is another matter. The trick in doing a historical
novel, for example, is to digest the research. You have to avoid
that awful stance where you say, in effect, “Hello, I’m Saint-
Simon and I’m at the court of Louis XIV. Madame de Main­
tenon is very angry this morning.” Better to remind yourself
that Madame de Maintenon does not necessarily feel that she is
the Madame de Maintenon we know through Saint-Simon.

In addition, one must always be on guard against anachro­
nisms. You learn how hard it is to separate what belongs only to
your time from the era you are trying to re-create.



LEGEND AND IDENTITY

If I place a large emphasis on the word, it is because our iden­
tity on a given day or year is the seat from which we speak to

the world. Any shifts of identity, any sense that the seat is not fast
on its foundations but is sliding away, will play hell with the
modicum of stability that one needs to write at a given moment.

So this discussion of psychology as it refers to writing can
begin with some thoughts about identity and its huge overgrown
sibling—legend.

Having, at the age of twenty-five, broken away from the pack,
I lived with a swollen sense of importance. At the same time, I
wasn’t ready. Much too much well-founded modesty. One part
of you shoots up, another lags behind. It’s like having a prima
donna of a hard-on. You just can’t depend on it. The stamina
you look to develop comes later, as does your new identity.

Some artists have, however, a powerful, consistent sense of
themselves. I think the best American examples might be Henry
Miller, Hemingway, Faulkner, Thomas Wolfe, Henry James, Sin­
clair Lewis. In contrast, a writer like Steinbeck kept changing his
persona with every book he did. As other examples, one could
add Ed Doctorow or myself. Picasso, however, comes more to
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mind than any of us. His many changes of style are generally
seen as a reaction to the different women in his life. I might have
to say the same about myself. Up to a point. You can become a
different man in each marriage. On the other hand, Henry
Miller married a number of times and that did not change his
personality. I expect that Miller had to fight to establish his iden­
tity very early in life. This is probably the case for people who
grow up in unsympathetic families—they must arrive at an
inner presence sooner, a hard, often hostile identity that the
family cannot mess with too easily.

My case was different. My family was sympathetic; it was the
world outside that proved hard. For seven or eight years after
the success of The Naked and the Dead, I kept saying nobody treats
me as if I’m real; nobody wants me for my five feet eight inches
and my medium good looks. I am only wanted for my celebrity.
Therefore my experience is not real to me. The sense of how to
perceive life and new material that I had formed up to that
point was as an observer on the sidelines. Now, willy-nilly, I was
the center of many a room, and so, regardless of how I carried
myself, everything I did was noted. To myself, I complained
about the unfairness of it, until the day I realized that it was fair,
that that was now going to be my experience. It’s the simplest
remark to make, but it took years to get to that point. Then I
began to realize that the kind of writing I was now going to do
would be on new and unfamiliar themes. After The Naked and the
Dead, I had assumed I would work on large, collective novels
about American life, books that required venturing out to get
experience, but my celebrity took away much of the necessary
anonymity I needed personally for that. There was, however,
something else I might express. I was, after all, having a form of
twentieth-century experience that might become more and
more prevalent—I was separated from my roots. People who
suffer such an identity crisis generally have to take all sorts of cu­
rious steps to locate who they are. They succeed here, they fail
there, and the process gives them points of reference. So I began
to have a public life even though I was eccentrically shy in those
years—that is, half-shy and half-arrogant. Like most young writ­
ers. I discovered, however, that I had gregarious gifts and
started to employ them. Before long, I began to enjoy them. I
also wasted a lot. You gain, you lose, and it makes for a new kind
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of life. Eventually, you have a new identity. I was successful and
alienated, and this was becoming a twentieth-century condition
for others as well. Slowly this understanding went into my work
after that, and by now I can say that kind of protagonist interests
me more than characters who are firmly rooted.

Let me see if I can take this further: Before The Naked and the
Dead was published, I didn’t know whether I could make a suc­
cess of writing. Maybe I couldn’t. Time would tell. Then came
startling success. The Naked and the Dead was number one on the
best-seller list for several months and, to repeat, I was totally un­
prepared. I felt as if I were secretary to someone named Nor­
man Mailer, and to meet him, people had to say hello to me first.
It took a long time to realize that this same celebrity, which had
so unhorsed me in the beginning, was now an acquired appetite.
As the Marquis de Sade once said, “There is no pleasure greater
than that obtained from a conquered repugnance.” I began to
want more. Fame not only makes you realize that you are ampu­
tated from normal life, but also offers a sense of how delicate
and unstable is identity. And so my new experience finally be­
came interesting to me. I could now write about the interior life
of people who had gained power and had to put up, therefore,
with the new person they had become. Be it noted that this new
person can be full of surprises: bold where one was once timid
yet vulnerable in places that once seemed secure, even hard-
edged.

Moreover, there’s an irony to fabricating an alternate self.
A surprising amount of choice is involved. When I wrote Adver­
tisements for Myself, I realized that one could literally forge one’s
career by the idea you instilled of yourself in others. That is, im­
personate the person you might have some reasonable chance of
arriving at in a couple of years and soon enough you are lifting
yourself by your bootstraps. It is an unbelievably demanding
task—as profound a game as a criminal lawyer plays by cutting
himself off forever, perhaps, from any clear notion of what his
own morality might be.

One unhappy aspect is that people who have never even met
you begin to tell exaggerated stories about your person. Soon
you are the inheritor of a legend as long as a dinosaur’s tail, and
it’s false legend—it never existed even on the day it was created.
Twenty years later, you’re still using your best efforts to drag the
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tail around. One relief to getting older is that I no longer have to
square my shoulders every time I go into a bar.

On the other hand, others can even aid and abet your legend.
Here is my recollection of a dialogue that took place something
like fifty years ago:

a casual friend: Norman, I have a confession to make. I was at
an Upper East Side party last night, and I didn’t know any­
one. So I told this good-looking girl that I was you. (pause)
Then, I took her home. We got into the sack. I hope you’re
not mad that I used your name.

mailer: Were you good with her?
friend: Yeah. It was a good one. Real good.
mailer: Then I’m not mad.

James Jones was also shot out of a cannon. But Jones had
gone through more than I had before he wrote From Here to Eter­
nity. By the time he’d arrived, he was ready to enjoy his success.
I was a dependable pain in the ass to a great many people, be­
cause all through the first year I’d keep saying, “Oh, now I will
never know the experience of other people.” Jones didn’t give a
damn. He knew he had brought home the game, and he wanted
to eat it. But I kept wanting to go back to what seemed like a
sweet past when only a few people knew that I had talent. A
young writer, if he is unknown, can be at a party and watch what
everyone is doing. If he has a marvelous ear for dialogue, he can
wake up the next morning and remember all that was said and
how it was said. He is a bird on a branch. Sees like a bird and
writes books that can be extraordinarily well observed. But once i
you are successful, especially if it happens quickly, it’s as if the ]
bird is now an emu. It cannot fly. It’s big and grows haunches
and fore shoulders and a mane: Lo and behold, it is a lion. And
everyone is looking at the lion, including the birds. But it is a
lion with the heart of a bird and the mind of a bird. So there is
a terrible period when the transmogrified emu is trying to live
like a lion and has small gifts for it. Then the beast begins to ex­
periment. When it runs, it now sees other animals scamper. It
takes a while—often years—to get to appreciate your effect on
others and even longer to begin to understand human beings
again. In the old days, you could write about friends, enemies,
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and strangers by intuition, by induction; now, by deduction. Of
course, you do have more material on which to work your de­
ductions.

I’ve always been fascinated with spies and their spiritual associ­
ates—actors. The latter can, of course, not be wholly equated to
spies, but they do have the experience of embodying a false life
for the duration of a given role, and that characterization can
become more real than their own identity. The few times I’ve
acted, I’ve been struck by how alive you can feel during the im­
personation, sometimes more real than in your own life. When a
spy feels friendship for someone he is going to betray, the
friendship is still real. The average journalist is, in that sense, a
spy.



BEING AND
NOTHINGNESS

The reader will be aware by now that I have some obsession
with how God exists. Is He an essential or an existential

God? Is He all-powerful or is He, like us, an embattled existen­
tial presence who may succeed or fail in His vision? I think this
obsession began to show itself while I was doing the last draft of
The Deer Park. Then it continued to grow as a private theme dur­
ing all the years I was smoking marijuana. One’s condition on
marijuana is always existential. One can feel the importance of
each moment and how it is changing one. One feels one’s being.
One becomes aware of the enormous apparatus of nothing­
ness—the hum of a hi-fi set, the emptiness of a pointless inter­
ruption. One becomes aware of the war between each of us, how
the nothingness in each of us seeks to attack the being of others,
how our being in turn is attacked by the nothingness of others.

I’m not speaking now of violence or the active conflict be­
tween one being and another. That still belongs to drama. But
the war between being and nothingness is the underlying illness
of the twentieth century. Boredom slays more of existence than
war. I’d hardly read anything by Sartre at this time and nothing
by Heidegger. I’ve read a bit since and I have to admire their
formidable powers, but I suspect they are no closer to the buried 
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continent of existentialism than were medieval cartographers
hear to a useful map of the world. The new continent that shows
on our psychic maps as intimations of eternity is still to be dis­
covered. .  

I’ve never felt close to Beckett and haven’t read his novels.
Friends tell me the best of his literary substance is there. I am,
however, familiar with Waiting for Godot, Krapp’s Last Tape, and
Endgame, and I’ve always been fascinated by how he has done
something that no writer ever did before. When it comes to the
presence of being and nothingness, Beckett said in effect, “Nothing
is half of life and it is the half I know about. I am going to dwell
on that.” The trouble, however, is that we have to live with the
words in English, where the reverberation on the ear is not as
agreeable as etre or neant can be to the ear in French.

Nothingness is, after all, anathema to most writers. We take it
for granted that we will have to spend a good part of our lives ac­
cepting nothing as the price to pay in order to feel a resonant op­
posite: being. On days when one’s mind is not alive, one goes
through hours where boredom itself can be close to dread. It is,
after all, a state that offers no sensual affect and so feels vaguely
sinister in ways you cannot name. It’s as if in boredom you come
to the wrong kind of rest, a pause that does not restore. Nothing­
ness invariably suggests endless nothingness.

Yet here we have Beckett, lively and witty as he travels into
these subtly fetid caves of virtual non-existence. I always saw
such states as the price you pay in order to command a grasp of
existence, of being. So in advance, my initial reaction to Beckett
was disapproval. I was bothered in those years—the late Fif­
ties—at how people were so ready to welcome the art of the ab­
surd.

I detest this art. When, for instance, I see a college play (and,
given the number of my children, I’ve seen my share), invariably
the drama department has opted for a play that celebrates the
art of the absurd. Their reason is clear: You cannot judge the
merit of the production too closely. Professors of drama at these
schools do not rush to be measured. It’s unfailing how often
they choose Garcia Lorca, Ionesco, Artaud—name twenty diffi­
cult and talented playwrights of the absurd and then set college
kids to try to do something with it. They can’t win and they can’t
lose, because the actors are going to get laughs. Whenever an
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HTERARY CORRUPTION

One of the crudest remarks in the language is: Those who
can, do; those who can’t, teach. The parallel must be:

Those who meet experience, learn to live; those who don’t,
write.

The second remark has as much truth as the first—which is
to say, some truth. Of course, many a young man has put himselfi
in danger in order to pick up material for his writing, but as a
matter to make one wistful, not one major American athlete,
CEO, politician, engineer, trade-union official, surgeon, airline

•^e^ychess master, call girl, sea captain, teacher, bureaucrat,
Mafioso, pimp, recidivist, physicist, rabbi, movie star, clergyman,
or priest or nun has also emerged as a major novelist since the
Second World War.

What with ghostwriters, collaborators, and editors hand­
cranking the tongues of the famous long enough to get their
memoirs into tape recorders, it could be said that some dim re­
flection can be found in literature of the long aisles and huge
machines of that social mill which is the world of endeavor—yes,
just about as much as comes back to us from a photograph in­
sufficiently exposed in the picture-taking, a ghost image substi­
tuted for the original lights and deep shadows of the object. So,
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for every good novel about a trade union that has been written
from the inside, we have thousand better novels to read
about authors and the social activities of their friends. Writers
tend to live with writers just as automotive engineers congregate
in the same country clubs of the same suburbs around Detroit.

But even as we pay for the social insularity of Detroit engi­
neers by having to look at the repetitive hump of their design
until finally what is most amazing about the automobile is how
little it has been improved in the last fifty years, so literature suf­
fers from its own endemic hollow: We are overfamiliar with the
sensitivity of the sensitive and relatively ignorant of the cunning
of the strong and the stupid, one—it may be fatal—step re­
moved from good and intimate perception of the inside proce­
dures of the corporate, financial, governmental, Mafia, and
working-class establishments. Investigative journalism has taken
us into the guts of the machine, only not really, not enough. We
still do not have much idea of the soul of any inside operator;-we
•drmutyfui iiistanee, yet-have a-clue to what makes a quarterback
yearly fnr a goed day nr a had one In addition, the best inves­
tigative reporting of new journalism tends to rest on too narrow
an ideological base—the rational, ironic, fact-oriented world of
the media liberal. So we have a situation, call it a cultural mal­
ady, of the most basic sort: a failure of sufficient information
(that is, good literary information) to put into those centers of
our mind we use for assessment. No matter how much we read,
we tend to know too little of how the world works. The men who
do the real work offer us no real writing, and the writers who
explore the minds of such men approach from an intellectual
stance that distorts their vision. You would not necessarily want
a saint to try to write about a computer engineer, but you cer­
tainly would not search for . the reverse. All too many saints,
monsters, maniacs, mystics, and rock performers are being writ­
ten about these days, however, by practitioners of journalism
whose inner vision is usually graphed by routine parameters.
Our continuing inability to comprehend the world is likely to
continue.

Bemg~a novelist, I vvanl-4oJywweyei^LJvorMrTlvbul3^iever
close myself off to^^sixbjeet^Uffless~tr?~tyHly^cemilsive to me.
While onej^m-ngvertake one’s imperviousnessto^oycugtion
for_grarrtech it is still important to have some idea of howtKe



jiza^je, to open the steam valve. That’s not what we haj^no' .
Foday’Seknow a world in which people not only acL/mt mar '
of their anxieties but work to find reassuring ejaculations f
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their conducq^hich is often overtly contradictory rather th; i
'epressed. /J/

Marx, for vastly ntore complex reasojaxds also not adequa ; ,
my longer. First imperialism, then cp^pbrate capitalism, mac ;

[their end runs around hinKSo I dpri^t try to create a bridge i i
my mind from Marx to Freu^fio't anymore. But when I wro i
'“The White Negro” back m^nc^&fties, I was ready to see th t
everything in society—fcafn the largest institutions to private
and intimate persona-moments—might yet be connected |s
parts of a new andstvast social vision. In awnited sense, I’m sill
trying. Of cou^^ I grew up under the shaoWw of both men! I | '
was nothingnf not intellectually ambitious whedxl was youtg, I
and want'd to present a comprehensive vision of^dstence. fey I
noxy-T^e come to realize that I have neither the intenwtual cis- 1

nor the scholarly retentiveness to begin to do
Until

we understand how we are obliged to lead our lives in ways we
don’t particularly enjoy (“The mass of men enter into social and
productive relations independent of their will.”—Marx), until
we understand more of those reasons why so many of us feel
dead inside so much of the time, yes, until we recognize how
much of that is not due solely to our lack of imagination or the
grinding confines of a responsible life, but is also the product of
vast institutional systems of greed, injustice, and manipulation
that we are schooled to perceive as relatively benign manifesta­
tions, we have arrived nowhere. The only way I can tell some­
thing terrible is going on is that I feel a little duller than I ought
to. Very often that’s at the end of a long chain, you might say, of
social processes designed to keep us malleable, amenable, and
short on such powerful emotions as outrage at injustice. In that
sense, I still try to find the ultimate indictment against all that’s
awful and, yes, evil in society—all the awfuls: plastic, high-rises,
mall architecture, static, interruptions for commercials, making
money out of money, and—certainly not least—the highly devel­
oped structures of injustice. They’re all there if one can find the
grid on which to locate them. A devil’s grid.
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Backr-fro KierkegaardX^Swas ready to suggest that at the mo­
ment we’re feeling most saintly, we may in fact be evil. And that
moment when we think we’re most evil and finally corrupt, we
might, by the startling judgments of God, be considered saintly.
The value of this notion is that it strips us of the fundamental
arrogance of assuming that at any given moment any of us has
enough centrality—that is, possesses a seat from which we can
expound our dogma or determine our own moral value. I may
have a fairly well formed cloud of intuitions about the nature of
the good, and, like a cloud, it has, to a certain degree, its struc­
ture; yet the form is capable of altering quickly. A cloud changes
shape over a few moments, but it remains a cloud. It’s not just
simply an unformed chaos. That, I would propose, is as close as
we get to any moral truth. This is why I love the novel. It is, I
would repeat, the form best suited for developing our moral
sensitivity—which is to say our depth of understanding rather
than our rush to judgment. Given the complexity of the last cen­
tury and the surrealistic knockdowns of the first two years of this
century, quick judgment has.bggig<^ ^meed^analogous to the
kind of all«6&ncuming hunger
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One’s work is^MtattafeJexpendable. If any of my ideas can

succeed in changing the mind of someone who’s more intelli­
gent than myself, fine. If you advance a thought as far as you can
and it’s overtaken and improved by someone who will argue on
the opposite side, then in effect you have improved your adver­
sary’s mind. We can, however, feel the confidence that someone
will come along who will take your opponent’s improvement of
your idea and lift it higher on your side. Democracy is the throb­
bing embodiment of the dialectic—thesis, antithesis, and synthe­
sis ready to become the new thesis.

You cannot have a great democracy without great writers. If
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great novels disappear, as they are in danger of doing, and our
storytelling is co-opted by television and journalism, then I
think we will be that much farther away from a free society. Nov­
els that reinvigorate our view of the subtlety of moral judgments
are essential to
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I feel that the final purpose of art is to intensify—even, if neces­
sary, to exacerbate—the moral consciousness of people. In par­
ticular, I think the novel at its best is the most moral of the art
forms. You are exploring the interstices of human behavior—
which is the first approach to religious experience for many of
us, especially since the organized religions don’t begin to offer
sufficient account of the terrible complexities of moral expe­
rience and its dark sibling, moral ambiguity. The wisest rule
of thumb for the would-be moralist is: There are no answers.
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to deal with the possibilities of a mysterious and difficult situa­
tion than anyone else, since he or she is always trying to discovei
what the nature of reality might be. It’s as if the novelist is out
there, sprung early, with something most people never contem­
plate—which is ‘How and what is the nature of this little realit}
before me?’ The novelist is the first to ask, ‘Do I love my wifer
Does she love me? What is the nature of love? Do we love our
child? How do we love? Would we die for our child? Or do we let
the child die for us?’ The novelist has to deal with these ques­
tions because living with them is the only way to improve his or
her brain. Without improving that brain, without refining the
edge of one’s perception, it’s almost impossible to continue to
work as a writer. Because if there is one fell rule in art, it is that
uninspired repetition kills the soul. So the novelist is out there
early with a particular necessity that may become the necessity of
us all. It is to deal with life not as something given us as eternal
and immutable but rather as half-worked, because it is our
human destiny to enlarge what we were given, to forge (I might
have said to clarify') a world which was always before us in a man­
ner different from the way we had seen it the day before.”
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I go back again and again to Dostoyevsky dying in despair be­
cause he could not write the novel about the great saint he envi­
sioned.

Yes, it is no ordinary human business to say you are going to
write a novel. You are planning to create a world. This God-like
presumption may be intoxicating, but it can never be comfort­
able. Nor should it be. To come up with a vision that can give us
some notion of the Lord’s mind—that partakes of beauty. When
we read Proust or Stendhal or Joyce, any, indeed, of the great
novelists, Tolstoy, Mann, or Faulkner, or on occasion Heming­
way, they do give us the idea that one special side of God’s mind
is not alien to the style of their mind.
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dy'anyifiore,

To us, now, it seems, “Why despair? Look at the great books]
you did write.” But Dostoyevsky, given his unique intuitions, I
may have sensed that Russia was heading toward a prodigious .
catastrophe that he could not quite name. Nonetheless, he felt j
he could help avert this oncoming disaster if he could create ini
his pages a saint who would be believable enough to the Russian 9
people to inspire them. 1

This is not as impossible a mission as it seems today. In Russia,II
in that time, a few novelists were revered like gods—or, if not;
a god, Tolstoy certainly was regarded by his readers as a ma-1
jor, virile, powerful saint. In turn, Dostoyevsky may have been|
looked upon as a mad genius, but absolutely a genius. It wa.4
taken for granted that you could learn more about life by read|
ing their novels than from your own personal experience. Thq
Russians paid just this exceptional attention to their novelists. Sol
from Dostoyevsky’s point of view, if he could only make that!
marvelous saint in his mind come to life in a book, then he could I
help to save Russia. All right, slightly demented, as was so much 1
of Dostoyevsky, but it was not wholly unbalanced. He had one ll
chance in a hundred, one real chance in a hundred. That’s all I
a genius ever looks for—one live chance in that hundred. I
Geniuses, we do well to remind ourselves, are people who take \
those hundred-to-one shots because they see how strange is the I
luminescence in the flicker of the solitary candle. /I 
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*In John Ford Noonan’s very funny play Talking Things Over with Chekhov, a
story is told. It lived for me with such intensity that I came to decide it was true.
Whether or not it actually happened was beside the point. It was just too good
a story not to believe it took place.

TOLSTOY*

Somewhere around the turn of the century, we have Chekhov
visiting Tolstoy. He takes the train to the nearest station. Let’s

say it’s wintertime. He rents two horses and a sled, and drives
out through the snow to Yasnya Polyana. Tolstoy’s pretty old by
now, big, strong, severe, of course, and sits him right down and
they talk. They drink tea and they talk. Tolstoy says: “Chekhov,
you are a very good writer. You are excellent. Some of your
short stories are so good I would have been pleased to have writ­
ten them myself. But, Chekhov, I must tell you: You are a terrible
playwright! You are awful! You are even worse than Shake­
speare!”

Afterward, Chekhov drives back to the railroad station
through the snow. In his journal he will write: “I whipped the
horses. To the moon I shouted, ‘I am even worse than Shake­
speare!’ ”

It’s a fine story, but if it’s true, why did Tolstoy dislike Shake­
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speare so? I expect the answer is that Tolstoy was always search­
ing for subtle but precise moral judgment. That required a de­

tailed sense of any sequence of events which had produced a
dramatic or tragic event. You had to know how to assess the
blame. For that, you needed to know exactly when and why
things happened.

But there, very much in the way, was Shakespeare, the great­
est movie writer who ever existed—centuries before cinema had
a silver screen. For Shakespeare was not interested in making

I careful connections with his characters. Shakespeare was look-
I ing to get the most dynamic actors together under any circum-
Istance available, no matter how contrived (King Lear can be the
(first example). He was looking for superb exchanges of dialogue
and fantastic moments, vertiginous possibilities for the English
(language, whereas Tolstoy looked for sobriety of moral judg-
nent. So he considered Shakespeare a monster who paid no at­

tention to causality except when it was useful to him. Will’s
people did incredible things, fell in love or murdered, the latter
with a minimum of preparation—Macbeth—and then had ex­
ceptional speeches that seared an audience’s consciousness. To
Tolstoy, this was monstrous, and must have been equal to the
way some of us look these days upon advertising campaigns that
are stuffed with manipulation and little else.

J But why Tolstoy would compare Chekhov to Shakespeare is
another question. I don’t know that anyone is prepared to an­
swer.

If there is a reason, I suspect it was for a different set of faults.
Tolstoy may have felt that Chekhov was a prelude to someone
yet to arrive, someone like Beckett. In his plays, Chekhov’s peo­
ple were simply not doing what they ought to be doing. What
had to irritate Tolstoy immensely was that Anton’s play-actors sat
in their own spiritual excrement and made sweet speeches and
moaned a little and sighed and groaned and never got out of
their situation. To Tolstoy, this was a cardinal sin. One should
not live with the given when it is vapid and vaguely immoral.
That was one of Tolstoy’s most basic notions. You may have to
endure a dreary given as a discipline, but you do not accept your
condition as eternal, as the meaning of life. He could not permit
that. Could not accept how Chekhov made so much of the es­
sential inanition of the Russian middle class.
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hot dogs and mustard. They have to. No one can fulfill the de­
mands of piety; as a daily demand, it is inhuman. So it inspires
its opposite—-just for the sheer health of the body, if not the
soul. Whereas morality, when subtle, brings proportion to hu­
man affairs. Tolstoy is a great writer—maybe he is our greatest
novelist—because no other can match his sense of human pro­
portion. We feel awe supported by compassion when we read
Tolstoy. A remarkable achievement. We are in the rare presence
of moral evaluations that are severe yet ultimately tender.
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I am not sure it is possible to describe how it feels to write a
novel. It may be that it is not an experience. It may be more

like a continuing relation between a man and his wife. You can’t
necessarily speak of that as an experience, since it may consist of
several experiences braided together; or of many experiences
all more or less similar; or indeed it may consist of two kinds of
experiences that are antagonistic to one another.

■

(

large part, writing may be an instinctive process, but it^not
a^dear what the instinct is saying. Sometimesydufeebpcr
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\ One example I always give to a writirig^class: A^v^tyoung
jvriter sit$x5najsqck' bench with his girl. He klssqs her. HeS^ev-
Intepm Hej^ffever had such a kiss before. Laterfhqt nightie
pj^u^rapture the event. IjLe .■■■



1 no^ that it is not an experience.-ft-.mdy be more
like a contihuin^^fationibetweerr^jman-and his wife. You can’t
[necessarily speak oFthat-sSjnlexperience, since it may consist of
several experteubes\braided togedTetv-Qr^L-many .experiences
tail mor^oriles^jgifaiTar; or indeed it maycohsist-efx^j^kjg4§ of
kxyr^rieaa^OTnat are antagonistic to .one anatkax—

In large part, writing may be an instinctive process, but it’s not
always clear what the instinct is saying. Sometimes you feel no
more than a dull pressure to go in a certain direction for the on­
coming chapter. You have to be able to hear the faint voice which
prods you toward an honest continuation of the work. That can
be hard to hear. A writer is also open to the temptation to take
the immediate advantage, even if it doesn’t feel quite right. And
we all do that in various ways. And pay for it with falsities that
burrow directly into our intent. 

One example I always give to a writing class: A very young
writer sits on a park bench with his girl. He kisses her. He’s sev­
enteen. He’s never had such a kiss before. Later that night, he
tries to capture the event. He writes:
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<kj»il1TOJuL Iliu—ljLlJlj ii tlaim
style often changes from scene to

scene, from paragraph to paragraph. He may know a little about
creating mood, but the essence of good writing is that it sets a
mood as intense as a theatrical piece and then alters that mood,
enlarges it, conducts it over to another mood. Every sentence,
precise or imprecise, vaulting or modest, is careful not to poke a
hyperactive finger through the tissue of the mood. Nor do the
sentences ever become so empty of personal quality that the
prose sinks to the ground of the page. It is an achievement that
comes from having thought about{onfti? life right to the point
where one is living it. Everything that happens seems capable
of offering its own addition to one’s knowledge. One has arrived
at a personal philosophy^erdras-everr-Feaehed that rare plateau
where- one is-attacbcd to ono^s-philosophy. At that juncture,
everything one writes comes out of one’s own fundamental
mood.

J- ‘ytoyoung authors about the time they recognize that life is also
I ready to injure them. Something out there is not necessarily
/I fooling. It would explain why authors who were ill in their child-

hood almost always arrive early in their career as developed styl-
ists: Proust, Capote, and Alberto Moravia give three examples;
Gide offers another. This notion would certainly account for the
early and complete development of Hemingway’s style. He had,
before he was twenty, the unmistakable sensation of being
wounded so near to death that he felt his soul slide out of him,
then slip back. yy&r

The average young author is not that ill in childhood^ that
harshly used by early life. His little social deaths are sometimes
balanced by his small social conquests. So he writes in the style of
others while searching for his own, and tends to look for words
more than rhythms. In his haste to dominate the CrrH-eMx-
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A man lays his character on the line when he writes a novel.
Anything in him which is lazy, or meretricious, or unthought-
out, complacent, fearful, overambitious, or terrified by the ulti­
mate logic of his exploration will be revealed in his book. Some
writers are skillful at concealing their weaknesses; some have a
genius for converting a weakness into an acceptable mannerism
of style. Nonetheless, no novelist can escape his or her own char­
acter altogether. That is, perhaps, the worst news any young

ready to usesmat title.
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^^^ro?r^ubl;c-(7lAmtm;g--a-fcnig7nronTprex sentencf^jf^^ood
araH^ture in the syntax. But he turned thaLhja&rfity into his
personarS^^t writing short declarative^0fnences or long runj
on sentences cofejected by conjupcfiems. Faulkner, to the coni
trary, was not capabie^^jgfttmg simply, but his over-richl
congested sen ten ces profiucecffBtaixtraord i n ary mood. In turiw
Henry Millerog^i^rarely tell a full s. He preferred h s
excursioMSiflway from the story, and those asiaerai^^hat malq<t
fuBH^xcentional

muLknow, a good skier rarely worries about a rau-tecTIe jus\
^^s^conhdeftULhat he’ll react to changes-irr^guE^^fF^p^
comeTTpenidii^^f vK&^ame^diipg^^ftmig: You have to have
confidence in youE^^^^^S3E^^ss^g_beauty of mustering

nableTyauTZrfeayik-<a good
fiiaji^SWHrairelaxed for the next unexpecteWffH!"^^M<MB

There are two kinds of writers. Faulkner, Fitzgerald, and Hem­
ingway, Melville and James, write with an air that is inimitable.
There are other writers, usually less famous, who go along in a
variety of modes. T... ' ■ The same can be said of
painters. Matisse painted in one recognizable vein, while Picasso
entered a hundre^beforelje was done. Style was the cutting
tool by which he eottfcF delineate a reality. He saw it as a tool

Tarr

rather than as an extension of his identity. I’ve found his atti­
tude to be usefuljer It’s better if one’s writing fr;_close to
the material one is working with—a fairly formal prose for on£_—
occasion, casual for another. /
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^ead, aficHrrJact was the model, considerably re
chapter namechMcLeod in Barbary Shore^
saturnine^ft^n^ear-oNTrishman who Wsf
small rooming fraqge whereT'tsctk a^eftmcle i
to finish The Naked
conversations. At a certairpp'
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ter book than IM
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^cfegree that you have no metaphor, you Irtlye
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zJcZ^

I Stewq:

^character. A good one will not come from undisci-
;d character. Now, a man may be evil, but I believe that peo­

ple can be evil in their essential nature and still have good
character. Good in the sense of being well tuned, flexible, sup­
ple, adaptable, principled. Even an evil man can have princi­
ples; he can be true to his own evil, which is not so easy either.

apter
he can

daw­
chapter—msr strength is

rlte/beautiful

d
ames

vice as tooto desc
much splem

Style is also a reflection of identity. Given a firm sense of your­
self, you can write in a consistent vein. But should your identity
shift, so will your presence change in your prose. Needless to
say, illness, tragedy, huge frustration, age itself are bound to
alter every firm notion of yourself.

rds. A journalistic voice can get into the workings of
ppical novels. But then you wouldn’t want H

the life of Gary Gilmore. There is sug
^vriting. For what Henry wanted to do,

however, his lan t^was ideal. He recognized before anyone
else that polite socia .. despite^it^Ffidiculous or affected as­
pects, also presents a specthun^ ' mall options present at every

onSaJten chooses among three or
rnatives, evepxo making the choice of

a little cooler thaF* 1---------1-------

moment. In social life, a [
four equally agreeable
being a little wari
expected to b ard a given person. James

that unforeseen vibration in the almo glly ex-nary sens
pecte d he created a fictional world out of such ins a

1
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While Dw^frMacdt^gdTd gave us no great body of bobks/^did
spemrfRtalenj^<n wrTting~senie_ofthe better political armfit^f"-
ij^enticisMof our time. More importanufhan his oeuvre, how-

On the
has to be soto^
one. But I don
have marvelous st^L some
writing, it is not the aspect,
teach it. Most kids who haS
They’re happy it’s therein
as a writer. Those wlxf|.pf£f)
be endowed wit!

If one waryt^j
set about
Joan Djmern But make no attempt to imitate either.
loeu^Kinimitable. It is the indispensable aid, however, u?
Wort stories.

began to work withjmgm and main on my life an"
pW)rs. I wouldjstaim they have improved with age.

estretfgtlp^
Kat isXnsile strength? It
tgrdgether. I repeat: You
snqMstories are built on

LARRY SHAINB^C: You used a phrase I want you to^aborate o£
“the tensile strfei^th of a sentence.”

norman mailer: Yes. Treatyou can learn from'a ^PttingTourse.
LS: Tell me what you meanTiy the tei
NM: You can’t change a single w^g^

is that all the components^t^wo?
can’t change a single^Srd. The bj
this premise, .s'

tune
; Some people

"only one aspect of
7"1 don’t think you can

^tart off with good dialogue.
have fun—that can start you

bt gift^^t dialogue will, hopefully,
ij^fophy or good la^miage.
xample of superb dialo^i^where the bar is

^h as it can go, then read WilHa^JKennedy or
j-b dia-i

[Stl

pr hand, good dialogue depends on v.
:thing in each speech that rel>s o.
T^yen want to talk aboutjdialpgife

don’t, bpru
and bbsifles

A short fictional piece has a tendency to look for climates of
permanenc^-^n^vent occurs, a manZs hurt by it in some small
way forever.W-^ggwl moves as naturally toward flux. An event
occurs, a w-^trsTiTjured, and a month later is working on some­
thing else. The short story likes to be classic. It is most acceptable
when one fatal point is made. Whereas the novel is dialectical. It
is most alive when one can trace the disasters which follow vic­
tory or the subtle turns that sometimes come from a defeat. A-

Itory is-consccutively-more-interesting and incisive than th,
poithlhefoFe it, when the author in-effect is drilling for



FIRST PERSON VERSUS

Third person and first person are at least as different as major
and minor keys in music.

In the first person, you gain immediacy but lose insight, because
you can hardly move into other people’s heads without using a
few devices, usually dubious.

an who was telling the story
to third. Hefrom first now

claim, to understan erstood before. Be­
cause he now they think, he would
write em in third person. I believ d. but I

£

In first person, the style has to be altogether tuned to the man
who’s telling the
— ■>—ti i ii ^numdiLirjr-----

key choice is not
how bright he is, because however smart, he can’t be more intel­
ligent than you are. That’s easy. You dumb him down to taste or
bring him up to your level. The real question is, How tough is

10
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he? Do you have the inner sanction to create a m.qjri who’s braver
and tougher than yourself? The answer is yes.pBBWBIMSW^<

bbs^S^EjYou can do that by exercising your cntical imagina­
tion. It must not be wish fulfillment! You are entitled to guess
how you might act if you were that much more of a hero.

I don’t know how to pose the question for an author who’s fe­
male. Can she, for example, write about a woman who is more
sensitive than herself? Probably not. She could write about a
woman who uses her sensitivity and sensibility more than her­
self, because she can then key on all the frustrated times in her
existence when the sensitivity and sensibility she possessed were
not appropriate to a harsh occasion. Following question: Can a
woman write about another woman more passionate than her­
self? Probably. Or a woman who’s colder than herself? Without
doubt.

tfnWpy, grim

’. This Olym­
pian third person, this Tolstoyan presence, needs experience,
confidence, irony, insight, and lordly detachment. When it can
be done, hurrah. Most of the great nineteenth-century novels
achieve just that jgfie. Today, it’s usually up to the novelists who
write best-seller:

In the third person, there’s a different set of difficulties.
With a full use of the third person, you are God—

w.-—. T—^rr. vo re ready to see
into everyone’s mind. That is never routine.

tain in on
n, -where

raetertTTH Still viewing yniir^rnrnlQ-

istTrom tstd^-aad usually ovr> Jrwhe-el 1C VC1H
ird_p on,-he verr-wJaer on enwr each-a every o

to-get 6%r the n assmei
odaterurrainou are able to a

rable-s

First person point of view, however, remains a fine tool. You can
get to places you don’t arrive at any other way. Of course, you
can also injure your writing hand. As an instrument, it’s double-
edged
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Hemingwav buffered fromthe honorable need to be the equal of
his male characters, particularly since he used the first person so
much. It is not easy to write in the first person about a man
who’s stronger or braver than yourself. It’s too close to self­
serving. All the same, you have to be able to do it. Because if
every one of your characters is kept down to your own level, you
do not take on large subjects. You need people more heroic than
yourself, more enterprising, less timid, sexier, more romantic,
more tragic. You’ve got to be able to create people greater than
yourself and not be ashamed of the damnable fact that the “I”

fX^ytry not tp'i
issificatfo
pmselvqj
rns

!SC5KJjg
£r banal
. Second-rate"

id,
ffz4round
who come

larisma is that
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Tidiate more energy,,
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mething to say about his or

fwn the reader’s s^pposi-
i-rc^-paljs a fatal error. It is

enjoying the

comes to entering a man or woman’s mind, a wr-ifer has,
(xk even brilliant. So long as you stay outside that

:r can retain a certain mystery. We
,<hh the same respect we offer strang

irce. Part of the meaning i
qtjrnate nature of the hj

ivels someth
$hter th<

link of your characters as victims. Ini
tfarrows them. In reality, very few victims
icluslVrfy no victimiumid whgxi--tff^y~do, th

stale. There is_^_«ei lain 'SOnSff-selfiqiitying victim on?
To wgJk-avTayfrom, and they can be even xyo?Se-wkabook.

wii^menTs-beeE&F-H-i
Steipa\blej*lth  y\jj.

' Wh^J
to be gl
your chai^

i such figures
\ into a room witW
• we don’t know the
■ facing. Characters inSA
-■therefore, when we don
fflniques a novelist acquires ii
Htagonist’s thoughts until vp
per inner life thatismOrei

lions. To jump ims@vtoo£
■he worst ofij^st-selletd.oh
msights offsecond-rate'writers.

who is being promoted is offering a false picture of himself to all
those readers, who will predictably assume that the author is the
man they are now encountering in the first person.
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It was not until I struggled with Advertisements for Myself that I
began to recognize how curious it was to be working in the first
person. Now, many writers good and bad have been employing
that mode for centuries, but I had to come to this remarkable

fcould prove embarrassipg-rTmy don’t^feel
ip-the telling, not when the “I”§tarids at^big^hehd of the

aJeedency, I Inning w ay, ten
eep mntt nf his revel^frops^l<^r^sjangth As,-for-ex-ample,-tho

^Fdr'piti^ifArmsi
tbg#®^astomsnm^^®ore open, but the

H^emains. First person carffic^e^as free as
the sef^ra^prr'between author and protagonist oneffeds^dhe 

iamous-last sememes o
We live in a ti

diet

entence.

conclusion on my own. The first person was not all that available
a way to write. It proved to be a very interesting and exciting
mode of literary presence, with large limitations, and you really
do have to understand it as such—especially if you’re dealing
with your own presence. Nothing is more difficult than to be­
come comfortable writing about yourself in the first person. It’s
highly unnatural, because “I” makes up only about a third of the
consciousness of any human being. “I” may be the prow of the
ego, but you do get into all sorts of other places where you want
“one” to talk about different aspects of yourself. And then there
is even second person, you, employed as if it is first person: “You
get up, you brush your teeth, you feel lousy this morning.” (In
the first period of awakening, you can indeed feel like a vague
entity slightly outside yourself.) And there is also the third per­
son when used as a substitute for “I”—for one, the character
named Norman Mailer in The Armies of the Night. Using the third
person in this manner may be a special condition of first person,
but it is legitimate. There is a part of the ego that is superior to
ourselves—that person who observes us carefully even as we’re
doing bizarre things, that special persona, possessed of immacu­
late detachment, who is always saying, “Oh, are we really doing
well right now?” A wonderful voice. Because it enables you to
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The CIA, in its actual workings, is the antithesis of the average
spy novel, which, best-seller-oriented, tends to present a

perfect clock that ticks to its conclusion. In Harlot’s Ghost, one of
my characters remarks that she came into the CIA because she
loved spy novels. Now, her complaint was that she could never—
precisely because she was inside—experience the full run of a
scenario. On occasion, her work put her into the equivalent of a
spy novel, but only, let us say, for Chapters Five and Six. She
hadn’t been there at the beginning, and was soon shifted to an­
other assignment. Often, one did not learn how it all turned out.
That struck me as being about what life is like:

We live in and out of ongo­
ing plots every day of~our lives, but they are discontinuous.
Nothing can be more difficult to encounter than a life story that
accompanies us through a beginning, middle, and end. There is
only our own that is not missing most of the pages, yet how dis­
continuous it seems all the same! One could make the case that
our love of plot—until it gets very cheap indeed—comes out of
our need to find the chain of cause and effect that so often is
missing in our own existence.
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The decisions you make while writing fiction can leave you un­
easy. If your characters come alive, that’s fine; they will carry
you a part of the way. But finally, your people have to make what
might be termed career decisions. Does your protagonist want
to go abroad in the foreign service, or does he decide to stay in
New York with the amazing young model he has just met?
Needless to say, such choices are non-operative for writers who
have the story complete in their mind before they begin. So I re­
peat: I look to find my book as I go along. Plot comes last. I want
a conception of my characters that’s deep enough so that they
will get me to places where I, as the author, have to live by my
wits. That means my characters must keep developing. So long
as they stay alive, the plot will take care of itself. Working on a
book where' the plot is already fully developed is like spending
the rest of your life filling holes in rotten teeth when you have
no skill as a dentist.

lat I discovered in Vhe JSxecutioner's Song was
Ij^as most intere«e^in didn’t always meet,

I noTMger work up a master plan before I begin a novel.
Li^syounger I used to sit down and write out such plans, but

[jlearrfted
not the N
•reiser!)
ith two reaHy

’ scene. When
tat the characters
nd when they dick th^esults weixfofiFn disappointing.
It took some tim\to le£rn th^fiibiszdid not necessarily dimin-

j T- i j Most of our lives are spent
rhgijts that don’t take place. Or if
ted. Xbotit the time we say, “Well,

lod is a better novelist than the novelists. The story was not/ml/
Credible, but it most certainly had happened. If I had
’n^l it, the work would have been more dramatic buzlesSkrue.

all over again that the way things come abouf in life is
cay they work in novels. (Unless yo« are'-Theodore
N'would have seemed wasteful to/ne tolfiave a novel

^scinating characters who/fidn'l get together for
isjWiat I discovered in 7neExecutioner’s Song was

ash the drama. It could incre
^getting ready for drarmtic/m
I they do, are less than \«/vxjb
nothing really big ey^r,fW>pens to mS&you can get knocked
down with somethmgfjirgX by far than ybji expected. All the
frustrations ofaHjjiefittle narratives in yourfefethat never had
a real climax^pjre present in tlm rare denouemeftuhat life also
offers oncpbWrgreat while, t \ "'T-
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after all, I knew the end of "lie story, I was care^mot

idi^thax^ou didn’t follow may be worth more than the denoi
'mentyou planned^

le moment I think of a good plot, I find that
the book becomes almost impossible to write, because I know I
won’t believe it. Life may consist of people plotting all the time,
but the plots rarely develop.

founds us. So I prefer a story that develops out of the wrii

Tie your characters to a prearranged plot, % -£$>
and you are doing to them what we would do to our children 1
if we carefully selected their colleges, their spouses, and their I x
jobs without ever consulting them. The same unspoken despon- I **
dency weighs on characters who are treated that way in a novel: ■
They never get to fulfill their own perverse (that is, surprising to // £2
the novelist) capabilities; they never come alive. Bill~Bucklcy is I
w4wdi°rfid^^plru.s^-hUuriirir] may work thnt-wny byt/Aobody \\
Jives-atw^breathes iiTEra novels with any more three dimension- \
ality than some passing movie star who can’t act.
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aven’t come
s to work on

confidence that

A best-seller strategy is to keep cooking up new ingredients for
the story. But beware! Plot is equal to a drug. It can stimulate
a novelist into hordes of narrative energy, and will certainly keep
a reader on the page, but sooner or later, plot presents its bill,
and dire exigencies come down upon the writer. The author
who is over-burdened with plot is sometimes obliged to enter
the character’s mind in order to keep things clear.

Right here is where it all bogs down. A reader’s confidence
in what he is reading will be subtly betrayed or even squandered
should a novelist choose to enter the mind of a character but
fail to bequeath the indispensable gift that the reader can now

Today, large literary canvases are usually left to best-selling noy-

tjhat traverse fifty to a hundred years. They’ll have severakworld
s, plus startling changes in the lives of several fami^s. They

that to keep their book moving. What usual^character-
novels is that nothing is in them that yo

e. Most good writers tend these
s. Then, at least, you have t

has some fictional truth. That's reasonable. At

izes th
across be
smaller canv
what you’re doi
least you’re contri I to knowle than adding to

. Of course, that7can make it more diffi-the sludge of the cult
cult to take on a large top^. At the m ent the only great writer
who can handle forty or characters and three or four de­
cades is Garcia Marquez. One
ing work. He succeeds in doinj
Egyptian novel, it took me tefi pa
Nile. y

- a"
//•'’

It’s counterproductive'Co think, I’m goin|^to put this in because
it will sell copies. Usually, that doesn’t workT^here is an integrity
to best-sellerdoiWfit is the best book that th uthor is capable
of writing at that time. He or she believes in the ok. That’s one
reason it’s ahest-seller. Stephen King was a desp^ately clumsy
and repetitive writer when he started, but best-selle ook read­
ers resp^fided to his sincerity. That was present on e^ry badly
writt page. The popularity of bad writing is analogoi\to the

ment of fast food.
must say King has improved in style since he started. Hop

ully, his readers also have, butthat is not ascertain.-

ars of Solitude is an amaz-
but how, I don’t know. In my

to go around a bend in the

en

do
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know more about the character than before. The internal mono­
logues are usually routine and insist on telling us what we know
already. There is almost no signature quality of mind.

Of course, the damage is limited, since the internal rumina­
tions of the characters in most mega-best-sellers are about what
you would expect. Mega-best-seller readers want to be able to
read and read and read—they do not want to ponder any truly
unexpected revelations. Reality might lie out there, but that is
jot why they are ceadgig.

^^teinstance, few best-sellers don’t suffer from a sp^te-xJfadjedF
tJws?Te<when a writer can’t find the nutmoe-ofan experience,
he t^uallylbatis up with adjectives^JEhrSTtells the reader vd^t to
think^Khis goesTrtoQg wiih-arlendency in publishing houses to
get the entohasisjjR-enfSminment at all costs. Of course, a per­
vasive wgarai^s could comeSuto us because of the ra^e at which
we-afe ’being entertained. J'

My literary generation was under the uffr^KHa^oTMaxwell
Perkins—anyone whor^ecame anjdrtcrr^w^teaHo be like him.
Young editors felt a loy^Uy<oward their^writers. Tirnre were
spiritual marn^gesytTyou will. It’s still tone to a degree/bqt the
odds^against sustaining sucrK loyalty/fire now much higher.
'‘luday's publisTnng dictates tharan editor has to bring in books’
which make money. This near-abaflute has to enter the inter­
stices of a young editor’s thinkimf (And his or her intestines.) I
imagine it would be hard foiymost yofing editors not to start
pushing their authors just ajit in the direction of trying to be
more popular. That, of course, strains the'’bendy

Right now the smart mroney would bet againstyhe serious novel.
The publishing houses are getting depressed abokt the future of
good fiction, andJrhe publishers are obviously ike ones who
most determin^mat future. Survival probably combs down to
the young errors.- When a serious novel by an unknown gets
published tffese days, it’s usually because some young ed'kor has
made ansrfsue of it. The publisher generally goes alongXfri ef­
fect, it^rne charitable side of publishing, and it will continte so
long^s publishers keep a little faith in their young editors,
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:ompal
nfold; rate

When it comes to entering a man or woman’s mind, a writer has
to be good, even brilliant. So long as you stay outside that head,
your character can retain a certain mystery. We walk around
such figures with the same respect we offer strangers who come
into a room with force. Part of the meaning of charisma is that>
we don’t know the intimate nature of the human presence we’re
facing. Characters in novels sometimes radiate more energy,

- therefore, when we don’t enter their mind. It is one of the tech­
niques a novelist acquires instinctively—don’t go into your pro­
tagonist’s thoughts until you have something to say about his or
her inner life thatismqrejnteresting than the reader’s supposi­
tions. To jump in cSytooffer banal material is a fatal error. It is
the worst of best-selletdom. Second-rate readers enjoying the
insights of second-rate writers.

classificatiOrwjarrows them. In reality, very few victims
themselves exclustvrly ni vtetimSa^md whga-fftey do, thmr smrit
turjas stale. There is_a-fceitain sonSFselfipitying victim-7one
wishfflMowalk-aWSyfrom, and they can be evenworS^ia^book.
UajlesST^e is Dickens. (Scrooge, Scrooge, Scrooge.jy- ' ' 

pTsmingway suffered from the honorable need to be the equatete-
jhis mate characters, particularly since he userl the first pprSonso
jmuch. Tbqs not easyjtp write in the first person atemt a man
fcvho’s stronger or bravei; than yourself. It’s^teodose to self-
lerving. All the^s^me, yom'^ve to be aljte^to do it. Because if

very one of your (rterqcters is keptjterwn to your own level, you
1 o not take on large subjcte^^Yptfneed people more heroic than

ourself, more enterprisipgn^s timjd, sexier, more romantic,
lore tragic. You’vegot/to be ableTo-^tee^te people greater than
ourself and ncjtd^Js'hamed of the dab^ialole fact that the “I”
rho is beipg^prqxridted is offering a false pichi^of himself to all

tfcoserPaclers^rwho will predictably assume thatHS&anthor is the
man theyape now encountering in the first persomxjSK

/vej^g&u.askrd wheq^he idea of using a-homcCsteest totewf



Part of the art of being a novelist is to play that delicate game of
•obtaining experience without falsifying itJjy_the-aet of-ebserva-

—Uon. Generally speaking, it’s easier to take in such knowledge
when you are part of an event that is much larger than your­
self—like the fall of the Twin Towers.

There must be five hundred young writers in New York who
had a day of experience that was incomparable—nothing re­
motely like that had ever happened before in their lives. And it’s
likefy^that some extraordinary work will come out of it. Hope­
fully, not all of it about 9/11. If you never write about 9/11 but
were in the vicinity that day, you could conceivably, in time to
come, describe a battle in a medieval war and provide a real
sense of such a lost event. You could do a horror tale or an ac-

C4&

count of a plague. Or write about the sudden death of a beloved.
Or a march of refugees. All kinds of scenes and situations can
derive ultimately from 9/11. What won’t always work is to go at
it directly. That kind of writing can be exhausted quickly. And
the temptation to drive in head-on is, of course, immense<=the-
event was-traumatic-to so..many_,

Unhappily, a large part of writing serves this eliminatory
process. The worst thing that can be said about literary work is
that it can reduce itself all too easily to cielf-ettpicssiuiT tlrariy a#

to psychic excretion. Ideally, you are there to bring
wealth to others. Wealth of observation, of perception, the riches
of a philosophical attitude that is to a degree new, insights into
psychology the reader hasn’t had before—all these are on the
selfless side of writing. On the other hand, there is ego, vanity,
and need—the desire, finally, to advance oneself as a writer.
People don’t become authors solely to benefit humanity. They’re
in the same position as priests. Part of them wants to be good to
others; the other self wants, one way or the other, to have some
acquaintance with power. Which is often hugely at odds with the
first notion. Generosity vies with acquisition; compassion is be­
sieged with greed. Not surprising, then, if such tension pushes
one toward ^^empfehiog-^iertherHjB^converting it all into re­
duction of stress, therapy through the act of writing and more
writing until such logorrhea exhausts one’s unrest

^^reerTrnsuch-caaeG, it-ia the loss <5f~gOocl Writing that pays for tfre-
\ draining oLalUJ^at-um^t. ~
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Since good novelists have to be brave on the one hand but
prudent on the other, we make up a delicate species. More

sensitive than others in the beginning, we have to develop the
will, the stamina, the determination, and the insensitivity to take
critical abuse. A good writer, therefore, does well to see himself
as a strong, weak person, full of brave timidity, sensitive and in­
sensitive. In effect, we have to learn how to live in the world with
its bumps and falls and occasionally startling rewards while pro­
tecting the core of what once seemed a frightfully perishable
sensitivity.

If you start a novel before you’re ready, it’s exactly as if you are a
young athlete out in a contest with professionals who are far be­
yond you. Not ready, you get clobbered. You receive a painful
lesson in identity. One does well to build up a little literary expe­
rience before trying a long piece of work. On the other hand, if
you can accept in advance the likelihood of ending in failure, a
young writer can learn a good deal by daring to embark on the
long voyage that is a novel.

tend to look at my contemporaries in the way an athlete looks at
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rival athletes. You try to have a state of mind where you see
everything they do that’s better than what you can bring off, yet
you certainly look to remain aware of those of your skills that are
superior to theirs. Good athletes look at their peers in that man­
ner. After all, they have to face each other.

Of course, this is not often true for authors. But we act as if it
is. That’s because if we are good enough, our games can have
their conclusions a hundred years after we are gone.

Helped my mind and hurt my work. I believe it gave rn^an un­
demanding of the complexity of the world that I>wruld not
have^id if I’d stayed at home. I would have te^Hed then to
have a n^uch more paranoid vision of how suiter things are.
They can o^Umt not in the way I used todprnk. That is one of
the better testso^he acumen of the wriUfnHow subtle, how full
of nuance, how ongfcal, is his or hersonse of the sinister?

City life produces causti^tinJm New York and Chicagg^-iC
serVes^sa tonic. It even funcS&as as a bridge to otfi&rsTone of
the essencesTrf-iucity. Buj^you l^^n thegctarlffy, such readi­
ness for confrontatio^ras-ggtyquJmW^^ople who live in the
country have one^^ilarij>-ttrcorrvT&ts^Aln^gp often they have
nothing to thin^p^bmTbut the occasional insrl^^iey have re­
ceived. Tha^^me good reason city and country pe^j^cto-tend-
to mak^ren other nervous. i

BMIMM|||NPMHiHH^Hmi^HaMfeBSStfi^^KcTrotsky
onc^made_the incisive remark that the qnfy-wSyyou can tell the
truth is by acdmptrri&Qn of the lies>WffiIe you may never be able
to find out who is lying mpj><^QU^can come close to the relations
between two liar^_E^pecially if they^rgmarried. We may even
be ablejj>-5Sywith some certainty, “TheyTfiate-~each other,” or,
“IsnTfit extraordinary how they love each other despife^U?”

gl ■ > ""c. - —-' - -—-—;--------- —. :
Ijfeu also have to learn to hv^vitlWiqpossibility of violence. The
fev^j^^in my life I’ve been associated withj^^as^e? stay
with source for wri^^^Bvea theory con­
cerning crucia^S^^^^jjj|^^^^xpressed from time to
time but it mighUj^^^ffll^^^^j^^jn^ents, if they
are dnm^^^^randamental to us, remamT^^^SttHike crys-
jjj^^^^^PsydreTn^^^^ugjji^lgesshould be preserved.



Writing a best-seller with conscious intent to do so is/iaft^r all Jp
state of mind that is not without comparison to the act of marry­
ing for money only to discover that the absence of love is more
onerous than anticipated. When writer

Jher, he or she thinKS/tnatagfeat feat has he^-^oi£^a off, even
as a man void of love (and money) will see a wealthv marriage as
a splendid union. T^x

<e,<? 14~,
The ideal, and as you get older you do try to get closer to the
ideal, is to write only what interests you. It will prove of interest
to others or it won’t, but if you try to steer your way into success,
you shouldn’t be a serious writer. Rather, you will do well to
study the tricks of consistent best-seller authors while being cer­
tain to stay away from anything that’s well written. Reading good
books could poison your satisfaction at having pulled off a best­
seller. I don’t think Jackie Susann went to bed with Rainer Marya
ftiifce on her night table.
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i It’s counterproductive to think, I’m going to put this in because
it will sell copies. Usually, that doesn’t work. There is an integrity
to best-sellerdom—it is the best book that the author is capable
of writing at that time. He or she believes in the book. That’s one
reason it’s a best-seller. Stephen King was a desperately clumsy
and repetitive writer when he started, but best-seller book read­
ers responded to his sincerity. That was present on every badly
written page. The popularity of bad writing is analogous to the
enjoyment of fast food.

I must say King has improved in style since he started. Hope­
fully, his readers also have, but that is not as certain.

[f the^udture/Of cbyrse, that can
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Inovei^is that nothing/s in

tend tl\ese days to work ont good wri/f!
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ree or four de-
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cades ispSarcra Marqnez. One Hundred
inejvork. He succeeds in doing it, but
JE^yptian novelit took me ten pages to go ard
Nile

Today, 1

ic. At th

n-a-iin j
the story. But beware! Plot is equal to a drug. It can sti.rntilate
a novelist into hordes of narrative energy, and will^pe^afnly keep

^SR^der on the page, but sooner or later ^presents its bill,
and dire e^ngen^res come down u
who is over-burderiO-with plop^ bmetimes obliged to enter
the character’s mind in OKti:e-^tb:.k^ep things clear.

Right here is whpi^fit all bogs do^rgA^eader’s confidence
in what hejs^waing will be subtly betrayed b4<eyenisfiuandered
shouljj^movelist choose to enter the mind of a c

e writer. The authorl

r but
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DzA'c't^i
treat bad eevicw&in the manner that a politician running for
office treats a loss of support. A couple of friends called up

after a very bad review of Ancient Evenings appeared in The New
York Times Book Review and asked, “Are you all right?” I’d seen it
a week before, so my unhappiness was now digested. I told them
that it was like realizing the county chairman in Schenectady
had decided against your candidacy. But to lose a primary in
Schenectady doesn’t m^ar^_you stop running for governor. It
isn’t my ego that’s hurt, my ^5hj£I pocketbook. Getting a bad
review these days in the Sunday Times affects my wallet. My ego,
however, remains relatively intact. Whereas, when I was younger,
I used to consider a bad review a personal insult. The guy who
wrote it was evil. Iri-faetyn^j^er, I have never actually punched
out a reviewer, whicn I say'with a certain wistfulness. I did sit
next to Philip Rahv after he had written an atrocious review of
An American Dream. Rahv had his virtues, but physical
courage was not one of them. So I made a point of installing my­
self beside him on a couch at a party, and while I smiled at him,
I kept my body firmly pressed into his, leaning into him all the
while that we had a long thirty-minute conversation about some­
thing else altogether. I was perfectly pleasant the entire time and

2. ft-



54 . THE SPOOKY ART

lb

MS:
NMi

everything seemed all right, except we were both tilted alarm­
ingly from my leaning into him. He was in an absolute panic,
waiting for me to strike. It must have seemed an odd sight from
across the room: He was a heavy man, and the two of us proba­
bly looked like two doughnuts crushed together at one end of
the box. __

It usually doesn’t matter if your book is good or bacKAcross the
country, you’re going to get more or less thp^me number of
good and bad reviews. A dreadful book vallprobably get three
good reviews in ten, and a very gopefljook may get six. Occa­
sionally, a work will receive all gpetfor all bad reviews across the
board and this happens because something in its pages outrages

g^EL~feHUMACHEk~^lTouFd^5?m^d^iC6a3iiaiifi î^beruit,ilqQ|c ~
| ur^fcplish when taking risks?
Irmanct^ler: You want to stay above that fcaj^rftonce in a
Vreat whiie^m^still think, “This is g^y*g*To  get the world’s
Worst reviews. InNmng into mj»i?fmng that’s going to make
®o one happy and wifij^W^certain people very unhappy.”
ffln the other han^-ttfegood srSfen^fsuch risk is that it is ex­
cling. Youfisertike a free man. ^******u^
IScm^gmies, you can-
^^WEjpusly, witn'a book about ancient Egypt, ewMflsnd
/ould haWAbeen happier if some unknown authojU-rad writ-
sn it. There migAThnye been then a lively curiosity about the\
uthor. Who is this urrkiicwn and mo«mous talent? One
mrdle I had to overcome Evenings was knowing
r advance that a lot of peopl.epvbiLd-pjckjt up and spend the

Irst fifty pages sayingAjjmiat is Nor man^Lailer up to?” It
hakes them uncpmfmable, because these daV^gg all pride

lurselves on^racumen. We want to think we’re ine^ntrol of
j|escgg^>When someone refutes our expectations, it dOT^Mt.

: I. Ilow^fe^yoj^deal with .A
:/ProfessionaTtvl^dence. Not arrogance—professiona^mri-
ffience. If I’m not, inmfe^erary sense, smarter^^The re-
aewer, I’m in a lot of troublerWiter alLT.-sl^^oki ow more
Tout my book than he or sh^gte^S^^can read a very bad
ftview and shrugJjpifiPiTiarworks until it OTl^Zwork. If all j
Be rewfi^feT^..iLcwldTeeJ4ike>a?.6a.iastFnnh^>



LEGEND AND IDENTITY

IH placj^-a large-omphacic on ■thejvnrd, if is becaueetaur iden/i
.tny-jg^gjven day or yejjffii*  the seat from which we speak to

the world. Any-^fiifLsuaLid^&tj^y/^ny sense that the seat is no^jaei
on its foundations sliding awai7 will play hell with the
modici^nof stability that one needs to writegt^given moment.

So xhajdisc^ssion of psychology writing can
begin with someth oughts about identity and its huge overgrown
sibling—legend.

Having, at the age of twenty-five, broken away from the pack,
I lived with a swollen sense of importance. At the same time, I
wasn’t ready.!'Much too much well-founded modesty. One part
of you shoots-up, another lags behind. It’s like having a prima
donna of a hard-on. You just can’t depend on it. The stamina
you look to develop ;omes later, as does your new identity.

Some artists haveTnowever, a powerful, consistent sense of
themselveNI think the best American examples might be Henry
Miller, Hemingway, Faulkner, Thomas Wolfe, Henry James, Sin­
clair Lewis. In contrast, a writer like Steinbeck kept changing his
persona with every book he did. As other examples, one could
add Ed Doctorow or myself. Picasso, however, comes more to 
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mind than any of us. His many changes of style are generally
seen as a reaction to the different women in his life. I might have
to say the same about myself. Up to a point. You can become a
different man in each marriage. On the other hand, Henry
Miller married a number of times and that did not change his
personality. I expect that Miller had to fight to establish his iden­
tity very early in life. This is probably the case for people who
grow up in unsympathetic families—they must arrive at an
inner presence sooner, a hard, often hostile identity that the
family cannot mess with too easily.

My case was different. My family was sympathetic; it was the
world outside that proved hard. For seven or eight years after
the success cfiThe Naked and the Dead, I kept saying nobody treats
me as if I’m real; nobody wants me for my five feet eight inches
and my medium good looks. I am only wanted for my celebrity.
Therefore my experience is not real to me. The sense of how to
perceive life and new material that I had formed up to that
point was as an observer on the sidelines. Now, willy-nilly, I was
the center of many a room, and so, regardless of how I carried
myself, everything I did was noted. To myself, I complained
about the unfairness of it, until the day I realized that it was fair,
that that was now going to be my experience. It’s the simplest
remark to make, but it took years to get to that point. Then I
began to realize that the kind of writing I was now going to do
would be on new and unfamiliar themes. After The Naked and the
Dead, I had assumed I would work on large, collective novels
about American life, books that required venturing out to get
experience, but my celebrity took away much of the accessary,
anonymity I needed personally for that. There was, however,
something else I might express. I was, after all, having a form of
twentieth-century experience that might become more and
more prevalent—I was separated from my roots. People who
suffer suchan identity crisis generally have to take all sorts of cu­
rious steprzo locate who they are. They succeed here, they fail
there, and the process gives them points of reference. So I began
to have a public life even though I was eccentrically shy in those
years—that is, half-shy and half-arrogant. Like most young writ­
ers. I discovered, however, that I had gregarious gifts and
started to employ them. Before long, I began to enjoy them. I
also wasted a lot. You gain, you lose, and it makes for a new kind

Uo



LEGEND AND IDENTITY • 115

of life. Eventually, you have a new identity. I was successful and
alienated, and this was becoming a twentieth-century condition
for others as well. Slowly this understanding went into my work?
after that, and by now I can say that kind of protagonist interests I
me more than characters who are firmly rooted. |

Let me see if I can take this further: Before The Naked and the
Dead was published, I didn’t know whether I could make a suc­
cess of writing. Maybe I couldn’t. Time would tell. Then came
startling succes^T/ze Naked and the Dead was number .one nn,xhe
best seller list for ccver-al.mondb6,andffo repeat, I was totally un­
prepared. I felt as if I were secretary to someone named Nor­
man Mailer, and to meet him, people had to say hello to me first.
It took a long time to realize that this same celebrity, which had
so unhorsed me in the beginning, was now an acquired appetite.
As-fehe~Mar.quis-de Sade once said, “There is-ncrplcasurc greater
4han-that obtained-from-a c-oHqthH^d-Kqw-gnanx^.” I began to
want more. Fame not only makes you realize that you are ampu­
tated from normal life, but also offers a sense of delicate”
and~-ttftstafete4y'idcntit-yri'VHd-&9 my-new experience finady-be^
camedirtei’cating^e^^ I could new-write-abom the interior life
of people who had gamed power and hadio put up, therefore,
with the new person they naa become. Be it noted that this new
person can be full of surprises: bold where one was once timid
yet vulnerable in places that once seemed secure, even hard-
edged.

Moreover, there’s an irony to fabricating an alternate self.
A surprising amount of choice is involved. .Whtmlj.Terte Adwr ■
teements far Myself, I realized- that-one coiM litejA^-forge orttrs

-career by the idea yon instilled of-ymirseWlTM^ees Th-at-k-. im-^
-personat-e-the person you might ffa^g^eme reasonable ehanee-ofi

couple of ^rw^ksoon-cnough you arc liftiitgc
yourself by yewUmoLstr^si^ft is an unbelievably demanding
task—as profound a game as a criminal lawyer plays by cutting
himself off forever, perhaps, from any clear notion of what his
own morality might be.

One unhappy aspect is that people who have never even met
you begin to tell exaggerated stories about your person. Soon
you are the inheritor of a legend as lorig as a dinosaur’s tail, and
it’s false legend—it never existed even on the day it was created.
Twenty years later, you’re still using your best efforts to drag the

V
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tail around. One relief to getting older is that I no longer have to
square my shoulders every time I go into a bar.

On the other hand, others can even aid and abet your legend.
Here is my recollection of a dialogue that took place something
like fifty years ago:

a casual friend: Norman, I have a confession to make. I was at
an Upper East Side party last night, and I didn’t know any­
one. So I told this good-looking girl that I was you. (pause)
Then, I took her home. We got into the sack. I hope you re
not mad that I used your name.

mailer: Were you good with her?
friend: Yeah. It was a good one. Real good.
mailer: Then I’m not mad.

r^JaTrTerJtrrres-^wa^afe^ out of a cannon, l^uL
gone through more than I had before he wrote Fraja^fere to EterX
nity. By the time he’d arrived, he was rea^ytcTenjoy his success.!
I was a dependable pain in the^ss-tdagreat many people, bej
cause all through the firspyeSrl’d keep saying, “Oh, now I will
never know the experience of other people.” Jones didn’t give a
damn. He knewTie had brought home the game, and he wanted
to eatjpdBut I kept wanting to go back to what seemed like a

/sj^egt past when onlya few people knew that I--had talent, Ai
ft young writer, if he is unknown, can be at a party and watch what

everyone is doing. If he has a marvelous ear for dialogue, he can
wake up the next morning and remember all that was said and
how it was said. He is a bird on a branch. Sees like a bird and
writes books that can be extraordinarily well observed. But once
you are successful, especially if it happens quickly, it’s as if the
bird is now an emu. It cannot fly. It’s big and grows haunches
and fore shoulders and a mane: Lo and behold, it is a lion. And
everyone is looking at the lion, including the birds. But it is a
lion with the heart of a bird and the mind of a bird. So there is
a terrible period when the transmogrified emu is trying to live
like a lion and has small gifts for it. Then the beast begins to ex­
periment. When it runs, it now sees other animals scamper. It
takes a while—often years—to get to appreciate your effect on
others and even longer to begin to understand human beings
again. In the old days, you could write about friends, enemies,
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and strangers by intuition, by induction; now, by deduction. Of
course, you do have more material on which to work your de­
ductions.

jR^^^ays been fascinated with spies and their spiritual associ-
ates-^H^^The latter can, of course, not be wholly equated to
spies, but the^^fove the experience of embodying a false life
for the duration ofa^^gnrole, and that characterization can
become more real than th^^^n identity. The few times I’ve
acted, I’ve been struck by how anW^jaiican feel during the im­
personation, sometimes more real tharrB^torown life. When a
spy feels friendship for someone he is gom^^ibetray, the
friendship is still real. The average journalist is, inmJl^ense, a



I remember Elia Kazan say­
ing one day at Actors Studio, “Here, we’re always talking about
the work. We talk about it piously. We say the work. The work.
Well, we do work here, and get it straight: Work is a blessing." He
said this, glaring at every one of us. And I thought, He’s right.
That’s what it is. A blessing.

Of course, if you ask what work is dependent upon, the key
word, an unhappy one, is stamina. It’s as difficult to become a
professional writer as a professional athlete. It often depends on
the ability to keep faith in yourself^Qne must bo willing-to-takg;

And it does need an enormous amount of

STAMINA

summer hoforejny Jimireyear j^yPrnfcon

^rhrr=keep^ig

SgS|t!l, 1-which will ■Bertram fnrAer

ajjrf^Fhat cau -lic th3wirttu barror-to fnce=whoW J
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y^Igm^^^^^fVnovel tends"tochange all too quickly. It may\ _^_y
even be the Cardinal reason why people in college tend to stay / z
away from longer fiction. Young short-story writers, no matter | 
how good, often blow up when they attempt a longer work.
They’ll have a good beginning, but the second chapter goes off
and they never get it back. The sad truth is that a would-be nov­
elist possibly has to start a few books that do give out, or even
crash, before a sense of the difficulties is acquired. If the same
likelihood of early failure applied to young race-car drivers,

I there would not be speedways.

pjejs nothing glorious about being a professional. You be-
e more dogged. You probably relinquish the upper reaches

Writing is wonderful when you talk about it. It’s fun to contem-
date. But writing as a daily physical activity is not agreeable.
'du put on weight, you strain your gut, you get gout and
hilblains. You’re alone, and every day you have to face a blank
iece of paper.
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of the mind in order to be able to do your stint of work each day:
That means you are ready to endure a certain amount of drudg­
ery. But your mind is, obviously, not enthralled by such dull con­
ditions. Professionalism probably comes down to being able to
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a more functional tone. After all, style is very much like the pace
a serious jogger sets for himself. You have to be able to maintain
it. In that sense, style is an offshoot of character. With all else,
character is thezwise or foolish estimate of your resources.
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. That is, before he had a fight he would
uld have tt.r j

same beck /
al. Don’t ask me why. Perhaps h6 pickeddie two mean­

in the joint and so absorbed into hiiTsystem all the
oncentnated evils that Mad accu

reb was known as die dirties

at



106 • THE SPOOKY ART

re written a novel that’s faj
’se to what happencdr

inext novel

Once you are committed to earning your living from your pen,
you discover that you can push yourself. It’s analogous to what
athletes do when they take steroids to gain more strength. Ulti­
mately damaging, but they set records. We do the same thingy.
You can force yourself to write much more than you want to. i
And the writing will not necessarily deteriorate. Not necessarily.
But you can end up with a bad nervous system or a shortened
life. Of course, one can always hope for transcendence. Some­
times working much harder than one wants to work can liberate
energy. Sometimes.

If ypif'can, I think it’s a good idea tojotate^ouKcrops. Once \
yo.U%e written a novel that’s fagtuaTand realistic and^Ng, awfully
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The hardest thgfg fpir’an older writer to decide is whether
he’s burned-ouj/or merely lyingdallow?< was ready to think |
was burned-out before I even started Therfa^ed and the Dead. 1
had writter/a few good things in collegeand no^h^d to wondea
whetheymy time in the Army had blunted that talent. That is'
exacdymow little sense a young writer can h^iye of his or her own'
literary fht'Ure.

sense, they are like race-car drivers, and the punishment they
tike stops them eventually. They write less well, omtffey

tendously long time to write, or they lose thejdesire to
^course, it’s virtually as if writers are there t

he list: booze, pot, too much sex ./too litt
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ined.
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r If you find some theme that keeps you working, don’t question
it. Let that theme be sufficient to fuel your work. If you start
using the value judgments of others, you’re never going to get
much done. ffT-find-somet-hing is -simulating -to-me and arous ?

If youfe=a-.aerious-younj^
writer-ami find that you’re writing a lot, then don’t listen to what
anyone else says—do your book. There is probably a deeper
truth than you’ll ever know in the fact that you’re able to work so
well. Of course, you could be writing in absolutely the wrong di­
rection. You could be doing a dreadful book.

No matter what you find yourself writing about, if it’s giving
you enough energy to continue, then the work bears a profound
relationship to you at that point and you don’t question it.
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I A large part of writing a novel is to keep your tone. I love start-
\ ing a book; I usually like finishing one. It’s the long middle
I stretches that call on your character—all that in-between!—

those months or years when you have to report to work almost
every day. You don’t write novels by putting in two brilliant
hours a week. You don’t write novels if you lose too many morn­
ings and afternoons to a hangover.

Sometimes, when you’re in a bad period, you must in effect
contract yourself for weeks running. “I’m going in to write to­
morrow,” you have to declare, and, indeed, show up at your
desk, even though there’s nothing in you, and sit there for
hours, whatever number of hours you told yourself you were
going to put in. Then, if nothing happens, you still show up
the next day and the next and the next, until that recalcitrant
presence, the unconscious, comes to decide you can finally be
trusted. Such acceptance is crucial.

m 1 111 iind
Eressed, ideally, the_A^y<Vy. We^lrveTymi Ufewn an arm’#1
fflkrth relationship /o (JTr unhnnscious. It haJFto ^kconvimzaa
Bve^fcid over again UrbelieveTkyoUySom^irries wWen voiJre
writing^knovel/ygu0nave toXjye akK^pqj^nbly aXa goo^mcpk.
ifcat dob^g^j^ as,you \ /Wia

Sfiaring^vmfn^rfuTwlm'n' you talk about it. ffis^uwto coijtem-
as a daily physicalagtivffyis mjj>egfeeable.

1Y0I1 put*̂rp>M4 ^gffi>yQU^strajp-^OTgut^cfijgct gout and
rhiblains. You’re aImi^^^^C^£da-y’y6u have to face a blank
Jbiace of paper.

d\h^re’s^^ffiintfe»gforio’is about being a professibnaix You be^,
cqrtplndre dogged. You probably relinqiiish the uppei^ff^'cnes



THE UNCONSCIOUS

In the course of fashioning a character, as-you-seareh-into his
o^-heF-existeace, there invariably comes a point where you

recognize that you don’t know enough about the person you are
trying to create. At such times, I take it for granted that my un­
conscious knows more than I do. As we go through life, we do,
after all, observe everyone, wittingly and unwittingly. Perhaps,
out of the corner of your eye, you glimpse someone in a restau­
rant who represents a particular inspiration or menace or possi­
bility, potentially a friend or foe—and the unconscious goes to
work on that. It needs very little evidence to put together a com­
prehensive portrait because, presumably, it has already done
most of that labor. To use an unhappy analogy, it’s as if the un­
conscious is a powerful computer that does not often need much
in the way of new data to fashion a portrait, considering how
much material has already been stored away.

On the other hand, the unconscious can often feel violated by
what we demand, by what, indeed, we manage to extract from it.
Perhaps a great deal of the material it is now supplying was orig­
inally filed away for its own purposes. Suppose the unconscious
has a root in the hereafter that our conscious mind does not. If
.so, it will have deeper notions about death than we do. Let us
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-ll^>

dare to surmise that the unconscious is 09 close, even fa­
milial, terms with that most elusive presenceJtifthe conscious I
mind—our soul. If that is the case, the unconscious can feel
exploited by the push of the novelist to extract so much ct-fis
product from its resources.

Suppose the relation of the unconscious to the conscious is
analogous to that of a cultivated Greek slave in service to an
overbearing Roman master. If we use this notion as a working
premise, we can assume that our unconscious is full of the trick­
iest kinds of resistance. All the writer receives is a sense of
dull, edgy resentment. Perhaps the unconscious is not ready to
plumb into the material requested. The acute form of this is
writer’s block. But, for that matter, there is a touch of writer’s
block in almost every working day. It is part of the experience of
writing. At a certain point we are going well for a page or two,
perhaps even as many as four or five. On happy days, one is
writing as if it’s all there, a gift. You don’t even seem to have

■ muchto do with it. You’re only around to transcribe what’s com-
(A & // ing up. Then comes the moment when our ambition orders us
0 ” "to keep going: “Three pages away from the end of the chapter.

You can’t stop now, not with this marvelous streak.” At this
point, so often, the sentences begin to strain, and you feel, no,
we’ve got to pack it in for now—dammit, dammit—now tomor-

/ row morning will be los^ but, no, don’t try to finish now, you’re
going to wreck it. Thatrs what you learn over time. Because in
the early years of writing, you do force it, and what happens, of
course, is equal to blowback. From its point of view, the uncon­
scious has done its job. It’s damned if it’s going to give you any
more right now. If you insist, flatness of affect will be your re­
ward—nothingness, the dread antagonist. It’s there. One of the
most painful elements in the act of writing is to live so much of
the day with little but that. It is why many talented men and
women do a good book or two, then stop. To deal on a daily
basis with nothingness is vitiating. Writers who have been at it for
decades often do not keep as vital an inner life. They remain
professional enough to take what is potentially exciting in their
concept and put it on paper. But the inner landscape.-shewsdts.
flats. That may be due to our violation of the frustrated desire
of the unconscious to be left alone on those occasions when we
nonetheless insist on hard-working its vein. So our ambition
ends by contributing to the nothingness that besets us.
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With veteran writers, a mild working depression is not always
simple to explain. The deeper your theme and the more mate­
rial you are bringing up from your unconscious to support it,
the more you may be exhausting the possibilities of other
themes-in-waiting. So gloom can descend. Certain large possibil­
ities won’t get written about after all. No book I wrote kept me in
a more sustained bad mood (while doing it) than The Armies of the
Night. I was putting so much in, and at so fast a rate—the first
three-quarters of the book was written for Harper’s magazine
over a stretch of eight weeks—that I was probably uprooting all
sorts of possibilities for future projects. Gloom descends when
you have wounded too many psychic tissues in your determina­
tion to achieve one urgent goal.
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feelmg tn^it-daesna--rnare.mr»Tn-^sf«svT:-ro
take on a gffikect if others can dopt^sjueHr^Ss an instance, I
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This may sound odd to people who do not write. They usually
have not come in contact with the authority of the unconscious
to resist one’s conscious will. Over and over again, I discover

It is likely that your unconscious is never all that much in love
with you. The battle between the ego and the unconscious is, I
think, a war of some dimension. In many people it’s equal to an
unhappy marriage, and marriages depend, after all, upon trust.
Unhappy marriages depend immensely on what little mutual
trust there is. So, you have to establish decent relations with
your working depths, and you might as well recognize that this
procedure is possibly as difficult to achieve as any far-reaching
union with someone outside your skin.
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that my unconscious is going to disclose to me what it chooses,
when it chooses. You can, to a limited degree, force it to re­
spond, but that rarely occasions much happiness on either side.
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The unconscious presence within may have as many interests,
aspects, principalities, chasms, terrors, underworlds, other-
worlds, and ambitions as yourself. Your unconscious may even
have ambitions that are not your own. For practical purposes, it
may be worth thinking of it as a separate creature. If you are
ready to look upon your unconscious as a curious and semi­
alienated presence in yourself with whom you have to maintain
decei^rej^ipmr-df you^are able jg see yourself as some sort of
careless ggnerafYoftheo^3»tOeratic scnoefl) and picture the
unconscious as your often unruly cohort of^teoope—-then, obvi-
ously, you wouldn’t dare to keep those troops out in the rain too
long; certainly not at the commencement of any serious cam­
paign. On the contrary, you make a pact: “Work for me, fight for
me, and I will honor and respect you.”

The rule is that if you say to yourself you are go­
ing to write tomorrow, then it doesn’t matter how badly you’re
hungover or how promising is a sudden invitation in the morn­
ing to do something more enjoyable. No, you go in dutifully,
slavishly, and you work. This injunction is wholly anti-romantic
in spirit. But if you subject yourself to this impost upon yourself,
this diktat to be dependable, then after a period of time—it can
take weeks, or more—the unconscious, nursing its disappoint­
ments, may begin to trust you again.

This is a burden on young writers who are not only ambitious
but wild enough to feel that then' wildness is part of their talent.
They hate to submit to the heavy hand (that awful, severe, un­
bending demand for moderation) and obey the rule that you
have to show up.

On the other hand, you can sometimes say to yourself, “I’m
not going to work tomorrow,” and the unconscious may even by
now be close enough in accord not to flood your mind with bril­
liant and all-too-perishable material. That is also important. Be­
cause in the course of going out and having the lively day and
night you’re entitled to, you don’t want to keep having ideas
about the book you’re on. Indeed, if you are able on your day off
to avoid the unpleasant condition of being swarmed with
thoughts about a work-in-progress when there is no pen in your
hand, then you’ve arrived at one of the disciplines of a real
writer.

3?



TOLSTOY*

Somewhere around the turn of the century, we have Chekhov
visiting Tolstoy. He takes the train to the nearest station. Let’s

say it’s wintertime. He rents two horses and a sled, and drives
out through the snow to Yasnya Polyana. Tolstoy’s pretty old by
now, big, strong, severe, of course, and sits him right down and
they talk. They drink tea and they talk. Tolstoy says: “Chekhov,
you are a very good writer. You are excellent. Some of your
short stories are so good I would have been pleased to have writ­
ten them myself. But, Chekhov, I must tell you: You are a terrible
playwright! You are awful! You are even worse than Shake­
speare!”

Afterward, Chekhov drives back to the railroad station
through the snow. In his journal he will write: “I whipped the
horses. To the moon I shouted, ‘I am even worse than Shake­
speare!’ ”

It’s a fine story, but if it’s true, why did Tolstoy dislike Shake-

*In John Ford Noonan’s very funny play Talking Things Over with Chekhov, a
story is told. It lived for me with such intensity that I came to decide it was true.
Whether or not it actually happened was beside die point. It was just too good
a story not to believe it took place.



I’m now eighty, but some people still regard me as a wild man.
Even at my peak, that was only five to ten percent of my na­

ture. The rest was work. I like work. I remember Elia Kazan say­
ing one day at Actors Studio, “Here, we’re always talking about
the work. We talk about it piously. We say the work. The work.
Well, we do work here, and get it straight: Work is a blessing." He
said this, glaring at every one of us. And I thought, He’s right.
That’s what it is. A blessing.

Of course, if you ask what work is dependent upon, the key
word, an unhappy one, is stamina. It’s as difficult to become a
professional writer as a professional athlete. It often depends on
the ability to keep faith in yourself. One must be willing to take
risks and try again. And it does need an enormous amount of
ongoing working practice to be good at it. Since you are affected
by what you read as a child and adolescent, it also takes a while
to unlearn all sorts of reading reflexes that have led you into bad
prose.

I remember in the summer before my Junior year, working on
my very first novel, No Percentage (which will remain forever
unpublished), I ran into a phrase by Henry James. He spoke of
“the keeping up.” That can be the first horror to face when 
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you’re young. Your novel tends to change all too quickly. It may
even be the cardinal reason why people in college tend to stay
away from longer fiction. Young short-story writers, no matter
how good, often blow up when they attempt a longer work.
They’ll have a good beginning, but the second chapter goes off
and they never get it back. The sad truth is that a would-be nov­
elist possibly has to start a few books that do give out, or even
crash, before a sense of the difficulties is acquired. If the same
likelihood of early failure applied to young race-car drivers,
there would not be speedways.

A large part of writing a novel is to keep your tone. I love start­
ing a book; I usually like finishing one. It’s the long middle
stretches that call on your character—all that in-between!—
those months or years when you have to report to work almost
every day. You don’t write novels by putting in two brilliant
hours a week. You don’t write novels if you lose too many morn­
ings and afternoons to a hangover.



dometimes, when you’re in a bad period, you must in effect
contract yourself for weeks running. “I’m going in to write to­
morrow,” you have to declare, and, indeed, show up at your
desk, even though there’s nothing in you, and sit there for
hours, whatever number of hours you told yourself you were
going to put in. Then, if nothing happens, you still show up
the next day and the next and the next, until that recalcitrant
presence, the unconscious, comes to decide you can finally be
trusted. Such acceptance is crucial. The unconscious expects
that what it has prepared for you in your sleep should be ex­
pressed, ideally, the next day. We live, you see, in an arm’s-
length relationship to our unconscious. It has to be convinced
over and over again to believe in you. Sometimes when you’re
writing a novel, you have to live as responsibly as a good monk.
That does get easier as you grow older.

Writing is wonderful when you talk about it. It’s fun to contem­
plate. But writing as a daily physical activity is not agreeable.
You put on weight, you strain your gut, you get gout and
chilblains. You’re alone, and every day you have to face a blank
piece of paper.

There’s nothing glorious about being a professional. You be­
come more dogged. You probably relinquish the upper reaches 
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of the mind in order to be able to do your stint of work each day:
That means you are ready to endure a certain amount of drudg­
ery. But your mind is, obviously, not enthralled by such dull con­
ditions. Professionalism probably comes down to being able to
work on a bad day.

I used to have a little studio in Brooklyn, a couple of blocks
from my house—no telephone, not much else. The only thing I
ever did there was work. It was perfect. I was like a draft horse
with a conditioned reflex. I came in ready to sit at my desk. No
television, no way to call out. Didn’t want to be tempted. There’s
an old Talmudic belief that you build a fence around an impulse.
If that’s not good enough, you build a fence around the fence.
So, no amenities. (But for a refrigerator!) I wrote longhand with
a pencil and I gave it to my assistant, Judith McNally. She would
type it for me and next day I would go over it. Since at my age
/ou begin to forget all too much, I would hardly remember what
1 had written the day before. It read, therefore, as if someone
:lse had done it. The critic in me was delighted. I could now
oroceed to fix the prose. The sole virtue of losing your short­
term memory is that it does free you to be your own editor.



When I read something good, I want to do a critical piece. I
want to expand on where I think the author is terrific and
where he or she is lacking—especially if reviewers are blowing it
up too high. I may feel, It’s good but not that good—let’s get
into it. So it can be immensely distracting. Your mind settles on
the work you are reading rather than the one you’re supposed
to be laboring on. A tendency grows to protect yourself by not
reading anything that’s too good. Stendhal, for instance, used to
peruse the Code Napoleon every day in the loo before he’d start
to write.

Now, I didn’t always follow that rule. When I was doing The
Naked and the Dead, I used to pick up Thomas Wolfe and Tolstoy.
I didn’t read them every day, but they were on my writing desk
and they were perfect for what I needed, Tolstoy particularly.
The tone of Anna Karenina was wonderful for The Naked and the
Dead. And then there was Thomas Wolfe to steam up the de­
scriptions. If I needed a tropical sunset or the smell of the jun­
gle, I had Wolfe. For the characters, Tolstoy.

I never know what the style of a book will be until I get into it.
Sometimes you aim high and don’t get it—you have to settle for
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a more functional tone. After all, style is very much like the pace
a serious jogger sets for himself. You have to be able to maintain
it. In that sense, style is an offshoot of character. With all else,
character is the wise or foolish estimate of your resources.

I think it’s important for a writer to keep in shape. But it’s hard
to talk about. Harry Greb, for example, was a fighter who used
to keep in shape. He was completely a fighter, the way one might
wish to be completely a writer. He always did the things that
were necessary to him as a fighter. Now, some of these things
were extremely irrational from a prize-fight manager’s point of
view. That is, before he had a fight he would go to a brothel and
he would have two prostitutes, not one, taking the two of them
into the same bed. And this apparently left him feeling like a
wild animal. Don’t ask me why. Perhaps he picked the two mean­
est whores in the joint and so absorbed into his system all the
small, nasty, concentrated evils that had accumulated from car­
loads of men. Greb was known as the dirtiest fighter of his time.
He didn’t have much of a nunch, but he could spoil other fight­



ers and punish them; he knew more < irty trie .s tnan anyone
around, and the two whores were an essential part of his train­
ing methods. He did it over and over again until he died at a rel­
atively early age of a heart attack on an operating table. I think
he died before he was thirty-eight. They operated on him, and
bang, he went.

The point I want to make is that he stayed in training by the
way he lived his life. The paramount element was to keep in
shape. If he was drinking, you see, the point was to keep in
shape while drinking. I’m being a touch imprecise... . Put it this
way: He would not drink just to release his tension. Rather, what
went on was that there was tension in him which was insupport­
able, so he had to booze. But reasoning as a professional, he felt
that if he was going to drink, he might as well use that too. In the
sense that the actor uses everything which happens to him, so
Greb as a fighter used everything. As he drank, he would notice
the way his body moved. One of the best reasons one drinks is to
become aware of the way your mind and body move. Now, let
me try to apply this.

Craft is a grab bag of procedures, tricks, lore, formal gymnas­
tics, symbolic superstructures—methodology, in short. It’s the
compendium of what you’ve acquired from others. And since 
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great writers communicate a vision of experience, one can’t usu­
ally borrow their methods. Their method is married to the vi­
sion. Therefore, one acquires craft more from good writers and
mediocre writers with a flair. Craft, after all, is what you can take
out whole from their work. But keeping in shape is something
else. For example, you can do journalism and it can be terrible
for your style. Or it can temper your style. In other words, you
can become a better writer by doing a lot of different kinds of
writing. Or you can deteriorate. There’s a book that came out a
few years ago which was a sociological study of some Princeton
men—I forget the name of it. One of them said something which
I thought was extraordinary. He wanted to perform the sexual
act under every variety of condition, emotion, and mood avail­
able to him. I was struck with this not because I ever wanted nec­
essarily to have that kind of sexual life but because it seemed to
me that was what I was trying to do with my writing. I edit on a
spectrum which runs from the high, clear manic impressions of
a drunk that has made one electrically alert all the way down to
the soberest reaches of a low mood where I can hardly bear my
words. Bv the time I’m done with writins I care about. I usually



nave wonted on it through the full spectrum of my conscious­
ness. If you keep yourself in this peculiar kind of shape, the craft
will take care of itself. Craft is very little, finally. But if you’re
continually worrying about whether you’re growing or deterio­
rating as a man, whether your integrity is turning soft or firming
itself, why, then, it is in that slow war, that slow rearguard battle
you fight against diminishing talent, that you stay in shape as a
writer and have a consciousness. You develop a consciousness as
you grow older which enables you to write about anything, in ef­
fect, and write about it well. That is, provided you keep your
consciousness in shape and don’t relax into flabby styles of
thought. They, after all, surround one everywhere. The mo­
ment you borrow other writers’ styles of thought, you need craft
to shore up the walls. But if what you write is a reflection of your
own consciousness, then even journalism can become interest­
ing. One wouldn’t want to spend one’s life at it, and I wouldn’t
ever want to be caught justifying journalism as a major activity
(it’s obviously less interesting than to write a novel), but it’s legit­
imate to see it as a venture of one’s ability to keep in shape
rather than as an essential betrayal of the chalice of your art.

Indeed, many good writers get smashed en route. In that
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sense, they are like race-car drivers, and the punishment they
take stops them eventually. They write less well, or they take a
tremendously long time to write, or they lose the desire to write.

Of course, it’s virtually as if writers are there to be ruined.
Look at the list: booze, pot, too much sex, too little, too much
failure in one’s private life, too much attrition, too much recog­
nition, too little recognition, frustration. Nearly everything in
the scheme of things works to dull a first-rate talent. But the
worst probably is cowardice—as one gets older, one becomes
aware of one’s cowardice. The desire to be bold, which once was
a joy, gets heavy with caution and duty. And finally there’s apa­
thy. About the time it doesn’t seem too important anymore to be
a major writer, you know you’ve slipped far enough to be doing
your work on the comeback trail.

The hardest thing for an older writer to decide is whether
he’s burned-out or merely lying fallow. I was ready to think I
was burned-out before I even started The Naked and the Dead. I
had written a few good things in college and now had to wonder
whether my time in the Army had blunted that talent. That is
exactly how little sense a young writer can have of his or her own
literary future.



If you can, I think it’s a good idea to rotate your crops. Once
you’ve written a novel that’s factual and realistic and big, awfully
close to what happened, then it’s probably a good idea that your
next novel be as fanciful as possible. Yes—if you can, rotate those
crops.

Once you are committed to earning your living from your pen,
you discover that you can push yourself. It’s analogous to what
athletes do when they take steroids to gain more strength. Ulti­
mately damaging, but they set records. We do the same thing.
You can force yourself to write much more than you want to.
And the writing will not necessarily deteriorate. Not necessarily.
But you can end up with a bad nervous system or a shortened
life. Of course, one can always hope for transcendence. Some­
times working much harder than one wants to work can liberate
energy. Sometimes.

I’ve often felt that those times when you can work or make love
with great energy occur when your best and worst motives are
working in cooperation for once.
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The literary life is not all about envy. There is a corollary. Good
writers are as competitive as good athletes. When I come across
an interesting novel, I don’t go at it as other people do. I read
critically, the way one athlete will watch another’s performance.
Not watch it with venom—quite the contrary. You might say to
yourself, “His spiral is tighter than mine and he’s got five more
yards on me at least, but I scramble better.” The ideal is to give a
good novel its credit and never overlook its power by deciding
too quickly that the work is overrated, which is exactly the
dreadful tendency underwritten by the envy chronic to the
writer’s occupation. Is this because we are obliged to work alone
so much of the time?



By now, I’m a bit cynical about craft. I think there’s a natural
mystique in the novel that is more important. One is trying,

after all, to capture reality, and that is extraordinarily and ex­
ceptionally difficult. Craft is merely a series of way stations. I
think of it as being like a Saint Bernard with that little bottle of
brandy under his neck. Whenever you get into trouble, craft can
keep you warm long enough to be rescued. Of course, this is ex­
actly what keeps good novelists from becoming great novelists.
Robert Penn Warren might have written a major novel if he
hadn’t had just that extra little bit of craft to get him out of all
the trouble in All the King’s Men. If Penn Warren hadn’t known
anything about Elizabethan literature, the would-be Elizabethan
in him might have brought off a fantastic novel. As it was, he
knew enough about craft to use it as an escape hatch. And his
plot degenerated into a slam-bang of exits and entrances, con­
frontations, tragedies, quick wails, and woe. But he was really
forcing an escape from his literary problem, which was the ter­
ror of confronting a political reality that might open into more
and more anxiety. Craft protects one from facing endless ex­
panding realities—the terror, let us say, of losing your novel in
the depths of philosophical insights you are not ready to live
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with. I think this sort of terror so depresses us that we throw up
evasions—such as craft. Indeed, I think this adoration of craft
makes a church of literature for that vast number of writers who
are somewhere on the bell-shaped curve between mediocrity
and talent.



PART ONE: LAMBS

1 • INTRODUCING OUR ARGUMENT

In Provincetown, a friend brought a gift. She brought a big
round metal gulf sign seven feet in diameter which another

friend had discovered in the town dump and rescued. The hair of fashion
came alert: we might make a coffee table. While we drank, we could look
at the shading in the orange and blue letters. Poets in the room could con­
template the value of—gulf—even as a novitiate in Yoga will fix on the
resonance of om. Musicians could explore the tick of the cocktail glass
against the metal. Intellectuals could . . .

What a deal intellectuals could do. There would be those to claim Pop
art is the line where culture meets mass civilization, and so Pop art is the 



vehicle for bringing taste to the masses; others to argue the debauch of
Capitalism has come to the point where it crosses the doorstep and inhabits
the place where you set your drink. And those to say fun; fun is the salva­
tion of society.

It would go on: some might decide that putting a huge gasoline company’s
totem into one’s private space helped to mock civilization and its hired man,
the corporation; others would be certain the final victory of the corporation
was near when we felt affection for the device by which a corporation
advertised itself.

At last, nothing was done with the sign. I did not want to go through
dialogue and the same dialogue about why it was there and whether it was
good it was there, or bad it was there, and in truth I did not want the work
of disposing of it when the fashion had passed. So I left the sign to rust on
the beach, a mile from its burial ground on the dump.



2 Cannibals and Christians

List the symptoms. We live in a time which has created the art of the
absurd. It is our art. It contains happenings, Pop art, camp, a theater of
the absurd, a homosexual genius who spent thirty years as a thief; black
humor is its wit; the dances are livid and solitary—they are also orgiastic:
orgy or masturbation?—the first question posed by the art of the absurd.
So the second: is the art rational or absurd? Do we have the art because
the absurd is the patina of waste, and we are waiting in the pot for the big
roar of waters when the world goes down the pipe? Or are we face to face
with a desperate but most rational effort from the deepest resources of the
unconscious of us all to rescue civilization from the pit and plague of its
bedding, that gutted swinish foul old bedding on which two centuries of
imperialism, high finance, moral hypocrisy and horror have lain. The skulls
of black men and the bowels of the yellow race are in that, bed, the death
of the Bride of the Sabbath is in that bed with the ashes of the concentration
camp and the ashes of the Kabbala, moonshots fly like flares across black
dreams, and the Beatles—demons or saints?—give shape to a haircut which
looks from the rear like nothing so much as an atomic cloud. Apocalypse
or debauch is upon us. And we are close to dead. There are faces and 



bodies like gorged maggots on the dance floor, on the highway, in the city,
in the stadium; they are a host of chemical machines who swallow the
product of chemical factories, aspirin, preservatives, stimulant, relaxant,
and breathe out their chemical wastes into a polluted air. The sense of a
long last night over civilization is back again; it has perhaps not been here
so intensely in thirty years, not since the Nazis were prospering, but it is
coming back.

Well, it has been the continuing obsession of this writer that the world
is entering a time of plague. And the continuing metaphor for the obsession
—a most disagreeable metaphor—has been cancer. The argument is old
by now: its first assumption is that cancer is a disease different from other
diseases, an ultimate disease against which all other diseases are in design
to protect us.

The difficulty—for one can always convince the literary world to accept
a metaphor if one remains loyal to it—is that my obsession is not merely
an obsession, I fear, but insight into the nature of things, perhaps the deep­
est insight I have, and this said with no innocence of the knowledge that
the plague can have its home within, and these condemnations come to no
more than the grapplings of a man with a curse on his flesh, or even the
probability that society partakes of the plague and its critic partakes, and
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each wars against the other, the man and the society each grappling with
his own piece of the plague, as if, indeed, we are each of us born not only
with our life but with our death, with our variety of death, good death and
bad, and it is the act of each separate man to look to free himself from that
part of his existence which was born with the plague. Some succeed, some
fail, and some of us succeed nobly for we clear our own plague and help
to clear the plague upon the world, and others succeed, others—are we
those?—you don't know—who clear their plague by visiting it upon friends,
passing their disease into the flesh and mind of near bodies, and into the
circuits of the world. And they poison the wells and get away free, some
of them—they get away free if there is a devil and he has power, and that
is something else we do not know. But the plague remains, that mysterious
force which erects huge, ugly, and aesthetically emaciated buildings as the
world ostensibly grows richer, and proliferates new diseases as medicine
presumably grows wiser, nonspecific diseases, families of viruses, with new
names and no particular location. And products deteriorate in workman­
ship as corporations improve their advertising, wars shift from carnage and
patriotism to carnage and surrealism, sex shifts from whiskey to drugs.
And all the food is poisoned. And the waters of the sea we are told. And



there is always the sound of some electric motor in the ear.
In a modern world which produces mediocrities at an accelerating rate,

and keeps them alive by surgical gymnastics which go beyond anyone’s
patience but the victim, the doctor, and the people who expect soon to be
on the operating tables themselves; in a civilization where compassion is of
political use and is stratified in welfare programs which do not build a better
society but shore up a worse; in a world whose ultimate logic is war, be­
cause in a world of war all overproduction and overpopulation is possible
since peoples and commodities may be destroyed wholesale—in a breath,
a world of such hypercivilization is a world not of adventurers, entrepre­
neurs, settlers, social arbiters, proletarians, agriculturists, and other ego­
centric types of a dynamic society, but is instead a world of whirlpools and
formlessness where two huge types begin to reemerge, types there at the
beginning of it all: Cannibals and Christians.

We are martyrs all these days. All that Right Wing which believes there
is too much on earth and too much of it is second-rate, all of that Right
Wing which runs from staunch Republicanism to the extreme Right Wing,
and then half around the world through the ghosts of the Nazis, all of that
persecuted Right Wing which sees itself as martyr, knows that it knows how
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to save the world: one can save the world by killing off what is second-rate.
So they are the Cannibals—they believe that survival and health of the
species comes from consuming one’s own, not one’s near-own, but one’s
own species. So the pure cannibal has only one taboo on food—he will
not eat the meat of his own family. Other men he will of course consume.
Their virtues he will conserve in his own flesh, their vices he will excrete,
but to kill and to eliminate is his sense of human continuation.

Then come our Christians. They are the commercial. The commercial
is the invention of a profoundly Christian nation—it proceeds to sell some­
thing in which it does not altogether believe, and it interrupts the mood.
We are all of us Christians: Jews, liberals, Bolsheviks, anarchists, Socialists,
Communists, Keynesians, Democrats, Civil Righters, beatniks, ministers,
moderate Republicans, pacifists, Teach-inners, doctors, scientists, professors,
Latin Americans, new African nations, Common Marketers, even Mao
Tse-tung. Doubtless. From Lyndon Johnson to Mao Tse-tung, we are all
Christians. We believe man is good if given a chance, we believe man is
open to discussion, we believe science is the salvation of ill, we believe death
is the end of discussion: ergo we believe nothing is so worthwhile as human
life. We think no one should go hungry. So forth. What characterizes Chris­



tians is that most of them are not Christian and have no interest left in
Christ. What characterizes the Cannibals is that most of them are born
Christian, think of Jesus as Love, and get an erection from the thought of
whippings, blood, burning crosses, burning bodies, and screams in mass
graves. Whereas their counterpart, the Christians—the ones who are not
Christian but whom we choose to call Christian—are utterly opposed to
the destruction of human life and succeed within themselves in starting all
the wars of our own time, since every war since the Second World War
has been initiated by liberals or Communists; these Christians also succeed
by their faith in science to poison the nourishment we eat and the waters
of the sea, to alter the genetics of our beasts, and to break the food chains
of nature.

Yet every year the girls are more beautiful, the athletes are better. So
the dilemma remains. Is the curse on the world or on oneself? Does the
world get better, no matter how, getting better and worse as part of the
same process, or does the world get better in spite of the fact it is getting
worse, and we are approaching the time when an apocalypse will pass
through the night? We live after all in a time which interrupts the mood
of everything alive.
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Well, this is a book oj writings on these themes. I will not pretend it is
a book written with the clear cold intent to be always on one precise aim
or another. I will not even pretend that all the targets are even necessarily
on the same range or amenable to literary pieces. No, I would submit that
everything here has been written in the years oj the plague, and so I must
see myself sometimes as physician more than rifleman, a physician half
blind, not so far from drunk, his nerve to be recommended not at every
occasion, nor his hand to hold at each last bed, but a noble physician none­
theless, noble at least in his ideal, for he is certain that there is a strange
disease before him, an unknown illness, a phenomenon which partakes of
mystery, nausea, and horror; if the nausea gives him pause and the horror
fear, still the mystery summons, he is a physician, he must try to explore
the mystery. So, he does, and by different methods too many a time. We
will not go on to speak of the medicines and the treatment, of surgeon,
hrmrxetter. lab ayalvst—no. the metaphor has come to the end of its way.



These writings are then attempts in a dozen different forms to deal witn
mysteries which offer the presumption that there is an answer to be found,
or a clue. So I proceed, even as a writer when everything goes well, and per­
haps a few matters are uncovered and more I know are left to chase.

There are times when I think it is a meaningless endeavor—that the
only way to hunt these intimations is in the pages of a novel, that that is
the only way this sort of mystery can ever be detected. Such a time is on
me again, so it is possible this collection will be the last for a period. The
wish to go back to that long novel, announced six years ago, and changed
in the mind by all of seven years, may be here again, and if that is so, I
will have yet to submit to the prescription laid down by the great physician
Dr. James Joyce—"silence, exile, and cunning," he said. Well, one hopes
not; the patient is too gregarious for the prescription. What follows, at any
rate, are some explorations of the theme stated here, some talk of Cannibals
and Christians, some writings on politics, on literary matters, on philosophy
—save us all—on philosophy.
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6 • THE ARGUMENT REINVIGORATED

Reader, a telegram: shift mcnamara lambs from wars of

JELLIED FIRE TO LIONS IN BURNING BUSH.

Everything in this book is attached to everything else. Trust me for a
time. Indulge me:

Assume I am a lecturer in the fields of Fellowship surrounding Literature
(.American') and am trying to draw some grand design in twenty minutes on
a talk devoted to "The Dynamic of American Letters." Knowing attention is
iron for the blood of a Fellow, I will not be so foolish as to perish without a
look at the topical and the interesting. No, I will use "The Dynamic of
American Letters" as preparation for a lightning discussion of Herzog and
Terry Southern, with a coda on the art of the absurd. Let me then have my
first sentence as lecturer: "There has been a war at the center of American 



letters for a long time.” That is not so poor. The look of absolute com­
prehension on the face of the audience encourages the lecturer to go on.

The war began as a class war; an upper-middle class looked for a develop­
ment of its taste, a definition of its manners, a refinement of itself to prepare
a shift to the aristocratic; that was its private demand upon culture. That
demand is still being made by a magazine called The New Yorker. This
upper-class development of literature was invaded a long time ago, however,
back at the cusp of the century, by a counter-literature whose roots were
found in poverty, industrial society, and the emergence of new class. It was
a literature which grappled with a peculiarly American phenomenon—a
tendency of American society to alter more rapidly than the ability of its
artists to record that change. Now, of course, one might go back two

95
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thousand years into China to find a society which did not alter more rapidly
than its culture, but the American phenomenon had to do with the very
rate of acceleration. The order of magnitude in this rate had shifted. It was
as if everything changed ten times as fast in America, and this made for
extraordinary difficulty in creating a literature. The sound, sensible, morally
stout delineation of society which one found in Tolstoy and Balzac and Zola,
in Thackeray and in Trollope, had become impossible. The American
novelist of manners had to content himself with manners—he could not pul
a convincing servant into his work, and certainly not a workingman, because
they were moving themselves in one generation out from the pantry into the
morning dress of the lady in the parlor and up from the foundry to the master
of the factory. The novelist of manners could not go near these matters—
they promised to take over all of his book. So the job was left to Howells,
Stephen Crane, to Dreiser, and in lesser degree to such writers as Norris,
Jack London, Upton Sinclair—let us say it was left to Dreiser. A funda­
mental irony of American letters had now presented itself. For in opposition
to Dreiser was the imperfectly developed countertradition of the genteel.
The class which wielded the power which ran America, and the class which
most admired that class, banded instinctively together to approve a genteel



literature which naa little to do with power or me secrets oj power. * hey
encouraged a literature about courtship and marriage and love and play
and devotion and piety and style, a literature which had to do finally with
the excellence of belonging to their own genteel tradition. Thus it was a
literature which borrowed the forms of its conduct from European models.
The people who were most American by birth, and who had the most to
do with managing America, gave themselves a literature which had the least
to say about the real phenomena of American life, most particularly the
accelerated rate, the awful rate, of growth and anomaly through all of
society. That sort of literature and that kind of attempt to explain America
was left to the sons of immigrants who, if they were vigorous enough,
and fortunate enough to be educated, now had the opportunity to see that
America was a phenomenon never before described, indeed never before
visible in the record of history. There was something going on in American
life which was either grand or horrible or both, but it was going on—at a
dizzy rate—and the future glory or doom of the world was not necessarily
divorced from it. Dreiser labored like a titan to capture the phenomenon;
he became a titan; Thomas Wolfe, his only peer as giant (as the novelist-
as-giant), labored also like a titan, but for half as long and died in terror
of the gargantuan proportions of the task. Yet each failed in one part of
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the job. They were able to describe society—Wolfe like the greatest five-
year-old who ever lived*  an invaluable achievement, and Dreiser like some
heroic tragic entrepreneur who has reasoned out through his own fatigue
and travail very much how everything works in the iron mills of life, but
is damned because he cannot pass on the knowledge to his children.
Dreiser and Wolfe were up from the people, and Dreiser particularly came
closer to understanding the social machine than any American writer who
ever lived, but he paid an unendurable price—he was forced to alienate
himself from manner in order to learn the vast amount he learned. Manner
insists one learn at a modest rate, that one learn each step with grace
before going on to the next. Dreiser was in a huge hurry, he had to learn
everything—that was the way he must have felt his mission, so there is
nothing of manner in his work; which is to say, nothing of tactics.

If the upper-class quite naturally likes a literature which is good for
them, a literature at the surface perhaps trivial, but underneath amusing,
elucidative, fortifying, it is because this kind of literature elaborates and
clarifies the details of their life, and thus adjusts their sense of power, their
upper-class sense of power, which is invariably lubricated by a sense of
detail. So too does that other class of readers in American literature, that
huge, loose, all but unassociated congregation of readers—immigrant.



proletarian, entrepreneur—wish in turn for a literature which is equally
good for them. That is where Dreiser had to fail. He was only half-good for
such readers. He taught them strategy as Americans had never gotten it
before in a novel. If they were adventurers, he was almost as useful to them
as Stendhal was exceptionally useful to a century of French intellectuals
who had come to Paris from the provinces. But not quite. Dreiser, finally,
is not quite as useful, and the difference is crucial. Because a young
adventurer reads a great novel in the unvoiced hope it is a grindstone
which sharpens his axe sufficiently to smash down doors now locked to him.
Dreiser merely located the doors and gave warnings about the secret pad­
locks and the traps. But he had no grindstone, no manner, no eye for the
deadly important manners of the rich, he was obliged to call a rich girl
"charming"; he could not make her charming when she spoke, as Fitz­
gerald could, and so he did not really prepare the army of his readers for
what was ahead. His task was doubly difficult—it was required of him to

• This Argument was delivered, originally, as a talk to The American Studies
Association and the M.L.A. This remark brought laughter from the audience. Since I
did not wish to insult the memory of Wolfe, it would have been happier and perhaps
more accurate to have said: like the greatest fifteen-year-old alive. ‘
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give every upstart fresh strategy and tactics. No less than the secret
sociology of society is what is needed by the upstart and that strategy
Dreiser gave him. But tactics—the manners of the drawing room, the
deaths and lifes of the drawing room, the cocktail party, the glorious tactics
of the individual kill—that was all beyond him. Dreiser went blind climbing
the mountains of society, so he could not help anyone to see what was
directly before him-—only what had happened and what was likely to
come next.

That was the initial shape of the war, Naturalism versus the Genteel
Tradition it has been called, and one might pose Henry James against
Dreiser, but James is sufficiently great a writer to violate the generalizations
one must make about the novel of manners which must always—precisely
because it deals with manners—eschew the overambilious, plus extremes
of plot—which James of course did not. So let us say the war was between
Dreiser and Edith Wharton, Dreiser all strategy, no tactics; and Wharton
all tactics. Marvelous tactics they were—a jewel of a writer and stingy as a
parson—she needed no strategy. The upper-class writer had all strategy
provided him by the logic of his class. Maybe that is why the war never
came to decision, or even to conclusion. No upper-class writer went down



into me pits to bring back the manner alive of the change going on down
there, certainly not Edith Wharton, not James Branch Cabell, of course
not, nor Hergesheimer nor even Cather or Glasgow, not Elinor Wylie, no,
nor Carl Van Vechten, and no diamond in the rough was ever reshaped
by the cutters of Newport. The gap in American letters continued. Upper-
class writers like John Dos Bassos made brave efforts to go down and get
the stuff and never quite got it, mainly in Dos Bassos's case because they
lacked strategy for the depths—manners may be sufficient to delineate the
rich but one needs a vision of society to comprehend the poor, and Dos
Bassos had only revulsion at injustice, which is ultimately a manner. Some
upper-class writers like Fitzgerald turned delicately upon the suppositions
of their class, lost all borrowed strategy and were rudderless, were forced
therefore to become superb in tactics, but for this reason perhaps a kind
of hysteria lived at the center of their work; lower-class writers like Farrell
and Steinbeck described whole seas of the uncharted ocean but their
characters did not push from one milieu into another, and so the results
were more taxonomic than apocalyptic.

Since then the war has shifted. No writer succeeded in doing the single
great work which would clarify a nation's vision of itself as Tolstoy had done
perhaps with War and Peace or Anna Karenina, and Stendhal with The Red
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and the Black, no one novel came along which was grand and daring and
comprehensive and detailed, able to give sustenance to the adventurer
and merriment to the rich, leave compassion in the icechambers of the
upper class and energy as alms for the poor. (Not unless it was Tropic of
Cancer.) Dreiser came as close as any, and never got close at all, for he
could not capture the moment, and no country in history has lived perhaps
so much for the moment as America. After his heroic failure, American
literature was isolated—it was necessary to give courses in American
literature to Americans, either because they would not otherwise read it,
or because reading it, they could not understand it. It was not quite vital
to them. It did not save their lives, make them more ambitious, more
moral, more tormented, more audacious, more ready for love, more ready
for war, for charity and for invention. No, it tended to puzzle them. The
realistic literature had never caught up with the rate of change in American
life, indeed it had fallen further and further behind, and the novel gave up
any desire to be a creation equal to the phenomenon of the country itself; it
settled for being a metaphor. Which is to say that each separate author made
a separate peace. He would no longer try to capture America, he would
merely try to give life to some microcosm in American life, some metaphor



—in the sense that a drop of water is a metaphor of the seas, or a iiair oj me
beast is for some a metaphor of the beast—and in that metaphor he might
if he were very lucky—have it all, rich and poor, strategy and tactics, insight
and manner, detail, authority, the works. He would have it all for a
particular few. It was just that he was no longer writing about the beast
but, as in the case of Hemingway (if we are to take the best of this),
about the paw of the beast, or in Faulkner about the dreams of the beast.
What a paw and what dreams! Perhaps they are the two greatest writers
America ever had, but they had given up on trying to do it all. Their vision
was partial, determinedly so, they saw that as the first condition for
trying to be great—that one must not try to save. Not souls, and not
the nation. The desire for majesty was the bitch which licked at the
literary loins of Hemingway and Faulkner: the country could be damned.
Let it take care of itself.

And of course the country did. Just that. It grew by itself. Like a weed
and a monster and a beauty and a pig. And the task of explaining America
was taken over by Luce magazines. Those few aristocratic novelistic
sensibilities which had never seen the task of defining the country as one
for them—it was finally most unamusing as a task—grew smaller and
smaller and more and more superb. Edith Wharton reappeared as Truman
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Capote, even more of a jewel, even stingier. Of writers up from the bottom
there were numbers: Dreiser's nephews were as far apart as Saul Bellow
and James Jones. But the difference between the two kinds of writers had
shifted. It had begun to shift somewhere after the Second World War, and
the shift had gone a distance. One could not speak at all now of aristocratic
writers and novelists whose work was itself the protagonist to carry the
writer and his readers through the locks of society; no, the work had
long since retreated, the great ambition was gone, and then it was worse,
even the metaphor was gone, the paw of the beast and the dreams of the
beast, no, literature was down to the earnest novel and the perfect novel, to
moral seriousness and Camp. Herzog and Candy had become the pro­
tagonists.

Frank Cowperwood once amassed an empire. Herzog, his bastard
great-nephew, diddled in the ruins of an intellectual warehouse. Where
once the realistic novel cut a swath across the face of society, now its
reality was concentrated into moral seriousness. Where the original heroes
of naturalism had been active, bold, self-centered, close to tragic, and
up to their nostrils in their exertions to advance their own life and force
the webs of society, so the hero of moral earnestness, the hero Herzog
and the hero Levin in Malamud’s A New Life, are men who represent



me contrary—passive, timid, other-directed, pathetic, up to the nostrils in
anguish: the world is stronger than they are; suicide calls.

Malamud's hero is more active than Herzog, he is also more likeable,
but these positive qualities keep the case from being so pure. There is a
mystery about the reception of Herzog. For beneath its richness of texture
and its wealth of detail, the fact remains: never has a novel been so
successful when its hero was so dim. Not one of the critics who adored
the book would ever have permitted Herzog to remain an hour in his
house. For Herzog was defeated, Herzog was an unoriginal man, Herzog
was a fool—not an attractive God-anointed fool like Gimpel the Fool,
his direct progenitor, but a sodden fool, over-educated and inept, unable
to fight, able to love only when love presented itself as a gift. Herzog
was intellectual but not bright, his ideas not original, his style as it appeared
in his letters unendurable—it had exactly the leaden-footed sense of phrase
which men laden with anxiety and near to going mad put into their com­
munications. Herzog was hopeless. We learned nothing about society from
him, not even anything about his life. And he is the only figure in the book.
His wives, his mistress, his family, his children, his friends, even the man
who cuckolds him are seen on the periphery of a dimming vision. Like
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all men near to being mad, his attention is within, but the inner attention
is without genius. Herzog is dull, he is unendurably dull—he is like all those
bright pedagogical types who have a cavity at the center of their brain.

Yet the novel succeeds. There is its mystery. One reads it with com­
passion. With rare compassion. Bored by Herzog, still there is a secret
burning of the heart. One's heart turns over and produces a sorrow.
Hardly any books are left to do that.

Of course, Herzog is alive on sufferance. He is a beggar, an extraordinary
beggar who fixes you with his eye, his breath, his clothing, his dank
near-corrupt presence; he haunts. Something goes on in Herzog’s eye.
It says: I am debased, I am failed, I am near to rotten, and yet something
just as good and loving resides in me as the tenderest part of your child­
hood. If the prophet Elijah sent me, it is not to make you feel guilt but
to weep. Suddenly, Herzog inspires sorrow—touch of alchemy to the book
—Herzog is at the center of the modern dilemma. If we do not feel
compassion for him, a forceful compassion which sends blood to warm
the limbs and the heart, then we are going to be forced to shoot him.
Because if Herzog does not arouse your compassion there is no other
choice—he is too intolerable a luxury to keep alive in his mediocrity
unless he arouses your love. The literary world chose to love him. We



were not ready to shoot Herzog. It all seemed too final if we did. Because
then there would be nothing left but Camp, and Camp is the art of the
cannibal, Camp is the art which evolved out of the bankruptcy of the novel
of manners. It is the partial thesis of these twenty minutes that the pure
novel of manners had watered down from The House of Mirth to the
maudlin middle reaches of The Rector of Justin; had in fact'gone all the
way down the pike from The Ambassadors to By Love Possessed. So, one
does not speak of the novel of manners any longer—one is obliged to look
at the documentary, In Cold Blood—or one is obliged to look at satire.
The aristocratic impulse turned upon itself produced one classic—Terry
Southern’s The Magic Christian. Never had distaste for the habits of a mass
mob reached such precision, never did wit falter in its natural assumption
that the idiocies of the mass were attached breath and kiss to the hypocrisies,
the weltering grandeurs, and the low stupidities of the rich, the American
rich. The aristocratic impulse to define society by evocations of manner
now survived only in the grace of any cannibal sufficiently aristocratic to
sup upon his own family. The Magic Christian was a classic of Camp.

Note then: The two impulses in American letters had failed, the realistic
impulse never delivered the novel which would ignite a nation’s conscious-
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ness of itself, and the aristocratic impulse clawed at the remaining fabric
of a wealthy society it despised and no longer wished to sustain. Like a
Tinguely machine which destroys itself, Camp amused by the very act
of its destruction. Since it was also sentimental, the artifacts were necro­
philiac.

Literature then had failed. The work was done by the movies, by
television. The consciousness of the masses and the culture of the land
trudged through endless mud.

The American consciousness in the absence of a great tradition in the
novel ended by being developed by the bootlicking pieties of small-town
newspaper editors and small-town educators, by the worst of organized
religion, a formless force filled with the terrors of all the Christians left to
fill the spaces left by the initial bravery of the frontiersman, and these
latterday Christians were simply not as brave. That was one component of
the mud. The other was the sons of the immigrants. Many of them hated
America, hated it for what it offered and did not provide, what it revealed
of opportunity and what it excluded from real opportunity. The sons of
these immigrants and the sons’ sons took over the cities and began to run
them, high up in the air and right down into the ground, they plucked and



they plundered and there was not an American city which du. not grow
more hideous in the last fifty years. Then they spread out—they put
suburbs like blight on the land—and piped mass communications into every
home. They were cannibals selling Christianity to Christians, and because
they despised the message and mocked at it in their own heart, they
succeeded in selling something else, a virus perhaps, an electronic nihilism
went through the mass media of America and entered the Christians and
they were like to being cannibals, they were a tense and livid people,
swallowing their own hate with the tranquilizers and the sex in the com­
mercials, whereas all the early cannibals at the knobs of the mass-media
made the mistake of passing on their bleak disease and were left now too
gentle, too liberal, too programmatic, filled with plans for social welfare,
and they looked and talked in Show Biz styles which possessed no style
and were generally as unhealthy as Christians who lived in cellars and
caves.

Yes, the cannibal sons of the immigrants had become Christians, and
the formless form they had evolved for their mass-media, the hypocritical
empty and tasteless taste of the television arts they beamed across the
land encountered the formless form and the all but tasteless taste of the
small-town tit-eating cannibal mind at its worst, and the collision produced
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schizophrenia in the land. Half of America went insane with head colds
md medicaments and asthmas and allergies, hospitals and famous surgeons
with knives to cut into the plague, welfares and plans and committees and
cooperations and boredom, boredom plague deep upon the land; and the
other part of America went ape, and the motorcycles began to roar like
lions across the land and all the beasts of all the buried history of America
turned in their circuit and prepared to slink toward the market place,
there to burn the mother’s hair and bite the baby to the heart. One thought
of America and one thought of aspirin, kitchen-commercials, and blood.
One thought of Vietnam. And the important art in America became the art
of the absurd.



There will be talk before this book is done of the nature of the art of
the absurd, there will be perhaps even an attempt to explain it, but for
now we have come to another explanation. For a good deal follows about
the writing of contemporaries; there is criticism, some of it very critical.
But then, good writing is not an act to excite tolerance because it is good,
but anguish because it is not better. Who can swear there has not been
something catastrophic to America in the failure of her novelists? Maybe
we are the last liberators in the land, and if we continue to thrive on
much less than our best, then the being of all of us may be deadened before
we are done.

That is a statement which sups on the essence of extravagance, and
yet it is the distance of the bridge to be built. It may be necessary that a
communication of human experience, of the deepest and most unrecoverable
human experience, must yet take place if we are to survive. Such at least
is the covert opinion beneath the criticism which now follows.
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speare so? I expect the answer is that Tolstoy was always search­
ing for subtle but precise moral judgment. That required a de­
tailed sense of any sequence of events which had produced a
dramatic or tragic event. You had to know how to assess the
blame. For that, you needed to know exactly when and why
things happened.

But there, very much in the way, was Shakespeare, the great­
est movie writer who ever existed—centuries before cinema had
a silver screen. For Shakespeare was not interested in making
careful connections with his characters. Shakespeare was look­
ing to get the most dynamic actors together under any circum­
stance available, no matter how contrived (King Lear can be the
first example). He was looking for superb exchanges of dialogue
and fantastic moments, vertiginous possibilities for the English
language, whereas Tolstoy looked for sobriety of moral judg­
ment. So he considered Shakespeare a monster who paid no at­
tention to causality except when it was useful to him. Will’s
neoole did incredible things, fell in love or murdered, the latter 



with a minimum of preparation—Macnetn—ano t.ien ia< ex­
ceptional speeches that seared an audience’s consciousness. To
Tolstoy, this was monstrous, and must have been equal to the
way some of us look these days upon advertising campaigns that
are stuffed with manipulation and little else.

But why Tolstoy would compare Chekhov to Shakespeare is
another question. I don’t know that anyone is prepared to an­
swer.

If there is a reason, I suspect it was for a different set of faults.
Tolstoy may have felt that Chekhov was a prelude to someone
yet to arrive, someone like Beckett. In his plays, Chekhov’s peo­
ple were simply not doing what they ought to be doing. What
had to irritate Tolstoy immensely was that Anton’s play-actors sat
in their own spiritual excrement and made sweet speeches and
moaned a little and sighed and groaned and never got out of
their situation. To Tolstoy, this was a cardinal sin. One should
not live with the given when it is vapid and vaguely immoral.
That was one of Tolstoy’s most basic notions. You may have to
endure a dreary given as a discipline, but you do not accept your
condition as eternal, as the meaning of life. He could not permit
that. Could not accept how Chekhov made so much of the es­
sential inanition of the Russian middle class.



Third person and first person are at least as different as major
and minor keys in music.

In the first person, you gain immediacy but lose insight, because
you can hardly move into other people’s heads without using a
few devices, usually dubious.

The Deer Park underlined the difficulty. At one point, the
young man who was telling the story stated that he was shifting
from first person to third. He was now old enough, went his
claim, to understand people he had not understood before. Be­
cause he now had more of an idea of how they think, he would
write about them in third person. I believe it worked, but I
would not swear to it.

In first person, the style has to be altogether tuned to the man
who’s telling the story. (Only once did I have a woman as the
narrator. And that was Marilyn Monroe in Of Women and Their
Elegance.)

When your prime character is a man, the key choice is not
how bright he is, because however smart, he can’t be more intel­
ligent than you are. That’s easy. You dumb him down to taste or
bring him up to your level. The real question is, How tough is
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he? Do you have the inner sanction to create a man who’s braver
and tougher than yourself? The answer is yes. Contra Heming­
way—yes! You can do that by exercising your critical imagina­
tion. It must not be wish fulfillment! You are entitled to guess
how you might act if you were that much more of a hero.

I don’t know how to pose the question for an author who’s fe­
male. Can she, for example, write about a woman who is more
sensitive than herself? Probably not. She could write about a
woman who uses her sensitivity and sensibility more than her­
self, because she can then key on all the frustrated times in her
existence when the sensitivity and sensibility she possessed were
not appropriate to a harsh occasion. Following question: Can a
woman write about another woman more passionate than her­
self? Probably. Or a woman who’s colder than herself? Without
doubt.

In the third person, there’s a different set of difficulties.
With a full use of the third person, you are God—well, of

course, not quite, but, one way or another, you are ready to see
into everyone’s mind. That is never routine. There is, of course,
an easier approach—point-of-view third person, where you re­
main in one character’s mind but are still viewing vour orotago-



mst from outside, and usually from above. In the classic vein ot
third person, however, where you enter each and every one’s
consciousness, it is not routine to get over the embarrassment
that you are able to accommodate certain characters’ minds with
considerably more skill than you can with others’. This Olym­
pian third person, this Tolstoyan presence, needs experience,
confidence, irony, insight, and lordly detachment. When it can
be done, hurrah. Most of the great nineteenth-century novels
achieve just that tone. Today, it’s usually up to the novelists who
write best-sellers. In their case, God is always ready to offer an
adjective adequate to their means. Teeming excitement, unen­
durable suspense, delightful joy, grim misery, dogged courage.
But let me not froth at the mouth. There was a time when I used
to do that myself.

First person point of view, however, remains a fine tool. You can
get to places you don’t arrive at any other way. Of course, you
can also injure your writing hand. As an instrument, it’s double-
edged. Hemingway had a marvelous sense of its limitations and
used it to create his style. He dramatized its first edict: Do not
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talk about things that could prove embarrassing. They don’t feel
right in the telling, not when the “I” stands at the head of the
sentence. So there’s a tendency, most marked in Hemingway, to
keep most of his revelations at arm’s length. As, for example, the
famous last sentences of A Farewell to Arms.

We live in a time that is astonishingly more open, but the
edict, adjusted, still remains. First person cannot be as free as
the separation between author and protagonist offered by the
third person.

It was not until I struggled with Advertisements for Myself that I
began to recognize how curious it was to be working in the first
person. Now, many writers good and bad have been employing
that mode for centuries, but I had to come to this remarkable
conclusion on my own. The first person was not all that available
a way to write. It proved to be a very interesting and exciting
mode of literary presence, with large limitations, and you really
do have to understand it as such—especially if you’re dealing
with your own presence. Nothing is more difficult than to be-
^nme comfortable writing about yourself in the first person. It’s



highly unnatural, because "1" makes up omy a >out a trnrc. ot trie
consciousness of any human being. “I” may be the prow of the
ego, but you do get into all sorts of other places where you want
“one” to talk about different aspects of yourself. And then there
is even second person, you, employed as if it is first person: “You
get up, you brush your teeth, you feel lousy this morning.” (In
the first period of awakening, you can indeed feel like a vague
entity slightly outside yourself.) And there is also the third per­
son when used as a substitute for “I”—for one, the character
named Norman Mailer in The Armies of the Night. Using the third
person in this manner may be a special condition of first person,
but it is legitimate. There is a part of the ego that is superior to
ourselves—that person who observes us carefully even as we’re
doing bizarre things, that special persona, possessed of immacu­
late detachment, who is always saying, “Oh, are we really doing
well right now?” A wonderful voice. Because it enables you to
treat yourself as one more character in a field of characters.

Nonetheless, I have considerable regard for the first person.
Once I even dared to cross the line with it. That began on a
given night, in a small Paris hotel room, when I couldn’t sleep.
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The room was tiny, the double bed took up almost all the floor,
and you could break your toe trying to walk around. I didn’t
want to go rummaging in my suitcase for a book, so I picked up
a Gideon Bible (in English!) on my bedside table and started
reading. I hadn’t looked at the New Testament for thirty or forty
years, but I recalled that a man named Fulton Oursler once sold
over a million copies of a book called The Greatest Story Ever Told.
Now, with the bona fide Gospels in my hand, I thought, Well,
this may be the greatest story, but it is certainly being told abom­
inably. Sayings popped out of the New Testament that were wor­
thy of Shakespeare, but much in the double columns was poorly
described. An ungainly prose pronged with golden nuggets. I
thought, There have got to be a hundred novelists in the world
who can do a better job. I’m one of them.

The notion was intriguing. When I thought of all the hyp­
ocrites and corruptibles and power seekers who had been living
with the Gospel for centuries, standing foursquare on any gno­
mic chunk of text they could use to abet their aims, I decided,
Why not just tell the story'? It is, in fact, a fascinating one. The
narrative keel is mind-boggling;. We are dealing with a man who



is obliged to recognize through the evidence itselt tnat le is t le
Son of God. The difficulty of such a book would be to write
about a man considerably nicer than myself. That is never easy.
To fashion a character who is meaner than yourself—a piece of
cake. But to do someone who is better? Jean Malaquais once
remarked that you can write about any character but one. "Who
is that?” “A novelist more talented than yourself.”

I thought, This is analogous. A finer sense of morality is also a
higher talent. Yes, the problems were interesting.

I decided my character had to be more of a man than a god,
an existential man, dominated by the huge cloud that he is the
Son of God. Jesus, as the protagonist, doesn’t feel worthy, but he
is ready nonetheless to do his best every step of the way. Not in
command of every situation, but will do his best. And he does
have his startling successes.

Moreover, I had to decide whether to travel in first person or
third. First person would have everyone saying: “That egoma­
niac. Does Mailer now think he’s Jesus Christ? What an over­
inflamed vanity!” That’s the bad side, I thought, but at least I
can avoid the larger mistake of doing it in the third person. Be­
cause that would soon get mixed up with the actual text of the
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Gospels, and the reader would wonder, Is this sentence from the
New Testament or was it added? That can only make for a squir-
relly experience as one reads. All right, then. First person.
Damn the torpedoes, first person. Play the Ace.

It became interesting. If it was too biblical in the beginning, I
did have an editor who is totally irreligious, Jason Epstein. He
was appalled that I was writing this book. We’re friends, but he’s
one tough editor. And he’s most often all too right or altogether
wrong. So, you have to make a quick decision. Yes, the style was
too biblical.

After which, it was relatively easy. The book was short enough
for me to work up seven variations on the style. I had to find the
balance between a biblical rhythm and a contemporary one—
something that would not inflict a biblical grip on one’s mind yet
would keep the echo. Before I was done, it all took a year from
that night in that much-too-small hotel room on the He St.-Louis.


