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“I visualize the narrative of
biography. As I was writing
Frida I felt, if I had a movie
camera, I would choose to
stand and shoot from this
corner of that room.
Biography is an invention
based on facts.”

Hayden Herrera



The Spooky Art: Some Thoughts on Writing
By Norman Mailer
Random House

ks us to skip
or to read as

. is nor a slim

him. From the beginning, he i:
and skim, to read in a linear fash
our curiosities take us, and whil
volume, the book has only a few; cks to follow.
There is the compelling track of '-.is ascent into
the literary stratosphere, and with it the con­
comitant track of his perspective of the treat­
ment he has endured by literary critics, bur there
is also tire track of his keen literary analysis, and,
finally, and perhaps sometimes less compellingly,
the track of his advice to younger authors. Mail­
er has stitched it all quite carefully together, so
that in fact The Spooky Art can be read in
sequence, but it is ultimately more entertaining if
you skip around, take as much of one line as you
care to, then double back and find something
else more sustaining.

The actual prose, of course, is excellent. Style,
Mailer argues, is “character,” “a reflection of iden­
tity.” And his style, despite his protestations oth­
erwise, is indeed inimitable. He is inviting,
charitable, kind, presumptuous, arrogant, snide,
defensive, difficult, painful to be around, and
utterly charming. “A good skier rarely worries
about a route,” he notes. “It’s the same thing in
writing: You have to have confidence in your
technique.” While the literary world these days is
filled with utterly (and perhaps mistakenly) con

Ten years ago I lived in Provincetown, in a swamp
on Harry Kemp Way, and every morning when
the weather was good I would look up through
our large front windows and see a shirtless, some­
what short, somewhat heavyset man slowly jog­
ging by our driveway. “Look,” I’d say to my wife.
“There he is.” And she would come to the win­
dow and together we would both marvel at him,
at his complete indifference to the mixed bless­
ing of his physical presence, and at the sheer
wonder of having him—as it were-traipsing
through our front property. He was Norman
Mailer, of course. Only in Provincetown, we
thought. He wasn’t a particular literary hero of
ours, ar a time when we were beginning to under­
stand that there were no literary heroes, but we
admired his boldness, both on the page and on
our street. He ran-as I would later tell my stu­
dents that they should write—with a “fuck you”
attitude. By that, I mean that he ran without any
care of what anybody else thought of him, and in

We never got to meet Mailer, although at my
job directing a local nonprofit I occasionally
dropped him a note asking for money, but now
we have the next best thing. At 308 pages, Mail­
er’s The Spooky Art: Some Thoughts on Writing, pub­
lished on his eightieth birthday, cannot be far
from spending a day or two in conversation with 

A CHAT WITH PAUL LISICKY by si Ellis

patterns and points ofview that I like to think of
as unique to me. But there’s a bit of distance
between who I am at any given moment and
who the speaker is. The speaker’s tone, his
choice of detail—both are impacted by the
moment in time from which the writer creates.
There’s no reason to think that I couldn’t write
about the same material covered in Famous
Builder at a later date from a different point of
view. The actor Dirk Bogarde apparently did
that in a series of memoirs he wrote over the
course of a lifetime. In one book his mother is
kinder than a saint; in another, she’s a disaster!
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SE: Famous Builder begins when you are in ele­
mentary’ school, with you and your fellow class­
mates changing identities with one another and
trying to fool a substitute teacher as to who y'ou
are. Why did y'ou choose this beginning?

PL: It seemed false to me to write a book that
explored just one thread of my identity. If I were
writing a book that focused only on my fife as a
gay man, I’d have to leave out too much of what
I know about myself Similarly, if I wrote about
myself solely as the grandson of eastern Euro­
pean immigrants, I’d run into the same problem.
That’s why the opening paragraphs are about the
frustration of carrying a single name to the grave.
I wanted to write a book that represented the
complexity of how we understand ourselves. By
foregrounding that classroom scene, the book
argues against the notion that anyone is built of

a singular identity.
I also thought it was important to open with

a group drama The boundaries in that class­
room loosen, and there’s a sense of joyousness
about the collective. A certain anarchic spirit
emerges again and again in the book, in which
the speaker understands himself not as a single
being hemmed in by his mortal body, but as a
part of something larger. His participation in
the collective enables him to participate in eter­
nity, if only for a moment. If you’re not pinned
to a single name, then you can keep going on

and on, right?
Overall, the opening is there to warn the

reader that this isn’t going to be a conventional

memoir in which the speaker comes to some
radical self-understanding following a series of
crises. The book’s work is to ask questions about

identity.

SE: From age nine to 14 you designed your own
communities, inspired by’ Levittown in New’
York. Do you find that writing is also a way of

building communities?

PL: Any writer is engaged in the work of naming,
making shapes, structures, circulation pat­
terns—all the tasks of the city planner. A book is
a community. It’s brought to life with characters
and houses that the reader enters imaginatively.

SE: How has music inspired your writing?
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Paul Lisicky’s books include the recently pub- ;
hshed memoir Famous Builder (2002), a finalist 1
for the Lambda Literary Award, and the novel 1
Lawnboy (1999), a BookSense 76 selection and 1
an American Library Association Honor Book in ‘

GLBT Literature. Currently he is at w'ork on The
Gods of Luna Township, a novel set in New' York 1
City' and on the New Jersey shore. He teaches fic- 1

rion and creative nonfiction at Sarah Lawrence
College and has led writing w'orkshops at the •
Fine Arts Work Center in Provincetown, Truro
Center for the Arts at Castle Hill, and at other
writing conferences. A graduate of the Iowa
Writers’ Workshop, he received fellowships from
the Fine Arts Work Center, the National Endow­
ment for the Arts, the New'Jersey State Council
on the Arts, and the James Michener/Coperni-
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M where you want, you hit the ground run- Gomick states, “the narrator becomes a persona
n‘ng, and—hke the writing itself-you never at.one of voice, its angle of vision, the rhythm
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ignore are chosen to serve the subject.” How do
\v D HEBRON is author of three novels, Out tbink you>ve created a persona as the result

Six Figures, and In the Middle of All ofwrian^ Famous Bttilderl

ls- He teaches at Gettysburg College.


