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JML: We have not spoken of ritual as part of religion. Recently my wife

and I went to the ordination of an Episcopal priest. It was an extraordinary

event. Thirty or forty priests and bishops and deacons stood over the

kneeling aspirant, touching a shoulder or back or, if they could not reach the

person, they touched the shoulder of someone who could. All the while, a

chorus in the background was chanting “Veine, Spirite Santel, Viene Spirite

Santel” (Come, Holy Ghost). While another singer, the lead singer, was

singing A Capella verses about the glories of being a priest, of the holy

responsibilities and obligations, the special status that they had among

believers ending with the ancient pronouncement from the ordaining bishop,

“Thou art a priest forever.” It was a very moving, a very powerful

experience. It made me think of one of our earlier conversations in which 



you noted that fundamentalists believe that if they keep their nose clean and

observe ritual, they had a ticket to heaven. Does ritual have any significant

merit for you or do you reject it completely?

NM: I’ve thought about it.. Put it this way: I have high suspicions about

ritual. It seems to me that it’s a mixed blessing. As you know, one of my

favorite remarks is that repetition kills the soul. Well, obviously that is a

remark which ought to be explored before we go further. Many kinds of

repetition are crucial to the human venture. Obviously, one of the ways in

which we learn is through repetition. There certainly is such an act as

creative repetition—every time you do it, you are growing a little better, a

little deeper. You are getting on to something more. I grant all that.

Nonetheless, I’m immensely suspicious of ritual. If you get down to it,

where does my theology start? What occasions it? What stimulates it?

What gives me the confidence to go on with it? I am not really a theologian.

I know little, technically, on the subject. But if you work as a novelist all

your life, you are dealing in a funny way—and I don’t want this to be

misunderstood!—-but you are dealing with God’s problems, with morality

and judgment. It doesn’t mean that you have God’s power in any way, nor

God’s goodness, assuming that God is All Good which I don’t believe is 

2



absolutely true. What I wish to say is that if you are any good at all as a

novelist, and you’ve spent your life thinking about characters and human

nature, you do end up with some sense of what the universe might be like.

And by extension—at least a little bit—what God might be like. You begin

to posit the need for a Devil. Even the best novels usually need some kind

of villain. He can be a most rarefied or unconscious sort of villain—an

E.M. Forster unfeeling fellow, for example, but nonetheless the moment you

begin to contemplate such a being, you are, of course, living with some

notion of Evil. From there, a novelist can arrive at the next idea, the Devil. I

will add that writing novels does tend to push you away from repetition. A

good novel does not keep repeating itself. That is exactly the hallmark of a

bad novel. And so most good writers are wary of mediocre rote. Indeed, I

find that most people I don’t like in life tend to be masters and monsters of

mediocre repetition. The politicians we despise the most do tend to keep

repeating the same platitude. So, I do have a premise that repetition is

dangerous when used as a power tool by mediocre people. Adjurations that

are endlessly repetitive can wreck families, tyrannical parents—or even

unimaginative ones who know nothing better than to repeat. That probably

has some relation to my suspicions of ritual. Because ritual tends to set

human nature into a form. I think it’s a basic question whether human 
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nature should ever be cast into a pre-arranged shape. Obviously, I’m

thinking of fundamentalists. I distrust them viscerally. I feel that their

notion of God is inspired by the Devil. They cleave and cling to repetition

and the voice they hear does not come from Jesus Christ. I can add that as a

child I heard them all the time. On Saturdays, when I wanted to play ball,

I’d be sent to the Synagogue. There, of course, it was all praise and

repetition, very much so...

JML: For thousands of years.

NM: No matter. I was a child. I was bored stiff. Once in awhile I’d be

slightly affected, but most of it washed over me. I was ensconced in the

same shell at the end of the service as at the beginning. Year after year. I

had no relation to that set of rituals. There was another ritual, altogether,

back in the early Seventies, that I did find kind of interesting. It was

Transcendental Meditation—TM—which was much in fashion thirty five

years ago. I remember I had to bring a flower to the instructor on the day I

was inducted into TM. He was just a gawky young man, but absolutely

inflamed with the concept of Transcendental Meditation. In turn, I found it

slightly odd and certainly boring. You were told to keep your head as empty 
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as possible for twenty minutes. Send away all the passing thoughts that

came through, even if they were interesting. I said to myself, “Why am I

doing this? I’ve spent my life as a writer waiting for interesting ideas.” And

to do that, to get ready to work, the first thing is to empty your head. I’d

been doing Transcendental Meditation without giving it a title for years. I

saw it as no more than passing through a half hour of boredom before you

could get going. Nonetheless, the instructor said a few words in Hindi, or

whatever, and they gave me a sound to repeat which I was to use to brush

away any errant thought. I forget what mine was. Something like OM.

Alan Ginsberg’s old OMMM. I think they sprinkled a little water into the

air and there was some perfume...It was a very small ritual, but I did feel a

trace of effect. Something modest did take place inside me. I did not feel

shrived so much as altered some miniscule bit. Obviously, in a deep and

powerful ritual more takes place.

Let me move forward, however, to make my next point. Which is,

given my fundamental notion that God and the Devil are at war all the time,

I would go so far as to posit that ritual may well have been conceived first

by the Devil and God, recognizing its efficacy and determined not to lose

any soul He or She did not wish to lose (if they could help it!) entered ritual

as well. I think therefore, ritual did become an intense and fascinating 
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mixture of the combined presence of God and the Devil. There is a sturdy

power to the repetitions; the music, the chanting, the ceremony, the intense

consciousness of everyone present that They—one Elemental, at least, or

Two are indeed present. One of my favorite notions is that when major

events occur, the Lord and Satan are both there. I once wrote that a general,

on the eve of a great battle, may think as he gets out of bed that it is very

important to him whether or not he puts his left boot on first or the right.

JML: A ritual.

NM: I’d say not so much a ritual, as a sense that the Powers are there. They

are around one. This goes back after all, to Homer. Anyone who looks into

The Iliad will find nothing strange about this. So, I can answer your

question by saying that I don’t scoff at ritual, but I don’t trust it. I might be

happier if we could live without it. All the same, I have to recognize the

extent of my ignorance, my circumscribed upbringing, my early rejection of

ritual and my taste. I have to agree, however, that if you wish to speculate,

as I do, on the nature of God and the Devil then ritual is not a poor place to

start. Because there they are cooperating. One of the notions about this

holy-unholy contest is that there are any number of occasions when God and 
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the Devil have to cooperate Willy-nilly. Not only because each divinity is

trying to outwit the other but because like rival legislators, they also have to

keep close contact, like it or not, in order to put together temporary but

necessary working agreements.

JML: Continuing just a little bit more on ritual—I’m sure professional

heavy weight boxers decide which glove is going to be laced on first and

how many minutes they want to be alone before the fight and which jock

strap they wear and the same with soldiers. I know professional baseball

players have certain things that they have to do. The center fielder has to

step on second base when he runs by after a home run or, you know, the

forces will be against him. Athletes are particularly superstitious, I would

say, and they go through various rituals and preparations before and during

the game. Soldiers do the same thing. When I was in the Navy, knew sailors

who were tremendously ritualistic about how they tied a knot. It was a very

bad omen if you did it the wrong way. So many things had to be done in the

right way on the ship. Otherwise, you could be calling down evil things

upon you. These aren’t religious rituals but they are often done by athletes,

soldiers and sailors with the knowledge that there’s something around.
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NM: Yes. I was very susceptible to that when I was younger. I do know

what you are talking about. And that period in San Francisco back—what

was the year?

JML: 1964

NM: Yes, the early sixties. There was a week or two when I would walk

parapets in San Francisco. All the time. I used to dread getting up in the

morning because I knew before the day was over, I’d be walking the

parapets. These parapets varied in width between eight inches all the way to

a foot and a half wide so there was no great risk unless you lost your head or

got dizzy. I would suspect that God and the Devil, plus their various angels,

affiliates, cohorts, coworkers, what have you, the entire spirit-world if you

will, I would say, yes, they do pay more attention to people who are engaged

in unusual events. If we started out by talking about ritual, we are now

involved with rote. Whenever people engage in rote, that is, act out their

superstitions, go in for repetitive or customary moves at a time when a great

deal is at stake for them, (or so, at least they see it,) well, why wouldn’t that

attract the attention of the Gods? One of my prime notions is that whenever 
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major events are occurring, coincidences multiply. Athletes, for example,

who are going to play in games that they see as very important can feel that

they have a great influence on many other people and that the spirit world is

going to pay attention. There is a feeling that one is not alone, but

surrounded, at the best, by spirits. I would argue that can be a legitimate or

semi-legitimate notion rather than madness.

JML: When I was writing my Doctorial thesis on you back in { Date?}, I

had a chapter on your theology, your cosmology. I had two or three English

professors on the committee and a philosophy professor. He argued with me

about that chapter. Wrote me long letters.

NM: Let me get this straight. This is while you were formulating the thesis

and he was asking you to shift it?

ML: Yea, he was reading a draft. He said that your system, as far as he

could understand it, was terribly incomplete.

(Mailer Laughs)
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He said he could not find in it how the universe came into being or ends.

How the cosmic war would end at the end of time or even if there would be

an end of time.

NM: He sounds like a major league Ass.

ML: Well, no, he was gentle with me but he thought that anybody who was a

philosopher, who had a philosophical system, ought to have—let me

finish—

NM: Let me just stress one point: I never heard of that before. Why do you

have to have a beginning and an end to your philosophy? What about

Logical Positivists? They live without a beginning or an end.

ML: Well he was an Aristotelian. That explains a lot probably. But he also

felt that the chief thing was that you had no clear definition—and what he

believed and what a lot of philosophers believe—is the central question of

philosophy: Being. What is being? What is the ultimate nature of Man?

What is the ultimate nature of God? What is being? When he confronted

me, I kept saying, existentialism, existentialism. As much as I knew about it 
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and I knew a little but not a great deal. One of my English professors on the

committee said, “Look, Mailer is a literary man. He’s not a systematic

philosopher. He has ideas, he has feelings that may or may not be profound,

but he isn’t out to create a philosophical system.” And that’s what finally got

the philosopher to back down. He goes, “You’re right. This is a literature

PHD, not a philosophy PHD.” But I’ve thought about it for many, many

years, this debate that we had. It kind of slowed things down, although it

didn’t hurt me in the end. Now, you did write about Marx, Freud,

Kierkegaard, Sartre, Schopenhauer—it wasn’t that you weren’t familiar with

some philosophy, you were clearly interested—but finally, I guess, any

philosopher who won’t propose ultimates is a very unusual philosopher. As

I read it, there is no ultimate nature of God, no ultimate answer to any of

these questions. In so reading over everything that we have done so far I

keep coming to the thing, we don’t know, we can’t be certain. And from

most philosophical points of view there’s usually one rock somewhere.

NM: The rock? What if the rock is in transit? What if eternity is in

chassis? I’m using that old famous phrase of William Saroyan’s “The

foundation is in chassis.” In other words, eternity may be moving, and so

may not be necessarily eternal. The simplest riposte I could give is that no 
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philosopher has ever come up with an answer to these questions that is

satisfactory. No human, not ever, and I won’t be the first either. But what I

will say is this. I do have certain basic beliefs. You make me ask what

we’ve been talking about through these five interviews. I thought I’d said it.

God is not all powerful and not all good. God is like a Greek god if you will.

Like Zeus. If we need some model. I don’t feel I need one. I see God as a

warrior engaged in trying to shape some very large part of existence. How

large, is absolutely out of our cognizance. I have no notion whether God is a

deity for the solar system, or for a few of the galaxys, or for half the

galaxies. I have no notion whether God is in command of black holes in

space, or is terrified of them. My fundamental notion is that the cosmos as a

whole is at war within itself, and here we are all created by a divinity who is

an Artist, not an Emperor, not a law-giver, but an Artist. This is my most

basic notion of God. I see God as doing the best that He or She or They (it

could be a marriage!) can do to extend God’s notion of existence further out

into the cosmos. I believe there are other notions in existence out there—

counter notions, other concepts of how the cosmos should be. But we

humans are God’s venture, God’s artwork. We humans also are God’s

soldiers, working even militant living premise. We may even be God’s

ability to change the given in the cosmos. So to insist on wanting to know 
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where we are going, asking, “What is the end?” can be philosophically

misleading. When I say that I’m an existentialist, I mean it in the firmest

sense of that word by is root, its sound. By its nature, existence is not

predetermined. It is open. God has a vision of existence and what it can

become, and we not only work to fulfill that notion but we also deny it. Lest

we forget, there is that implacable war between God and the Devil and that

keeps God from expressing His or Her clear notion of how things ought to

be. God can not always lead us. Not only did He give us free-will but we

are not necessarily loyal. The Devil is also in us. So God must live in states

of compromise and frustration. That makes more sense to me than

envisioning God as always knowing exactly what He or She is doing and

telling us how to do it, as if He is always the Supreme Theatre Director and

we are minor actors in a huge opera. I’ve said this over and over. The end

is open. Existence is open. This notion that there is a predetermined place

that we all will reach, a union, a single point to existence which we will get

to only by obeying God’s instructions totally, is, if you stop to think of it—I

repeat—a vision of God as an opera director who is perfectly happy because

the score is entirely in hand. I say existence is more complex, more difficult

and more conceivably ennobling for us. For we are not just serfs. Nor are

we children drawn in off the street to partake in the children’s chorus, 
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although before we even go on, we are told not to open our mouths, not to

sing. So I argue that to pretend to be able to say where we are going, is a

most pretentious outrageous philosophical stance. All we can know is where

we are at present to the degree we can even know that. Everything in our

existence fortifies this concept for me. Within reason, I know where I am at

this moment. Within reason! Do I know where I will be in a year? Do I

know if I will be alive? No. Do I have any concept of where society will be

in a hundred years? No. We live in the present. That’s all we are given.

And we do have instincts. I would go so far to say I would go along with

Goethe on this: That these powerful instincts are God-given. We are

embodying God’s plans, but even God’s design is subject to change because

of the nature of existence. Not all the storms of the cosmos may have been

anticipated by God. God is an Artist who is not in full command of the ship

of the universe. Most certainly he is not a wholly successful engineer. God

never did solve the problem of how to keep tectonic plates from roiling the

globe and outraging the ocean.

JML: The moment of death carries great weight in your theological thinking

but I don’t see any consideration of what happens to the 20% of all people

who die— I believe that’s the number—who die of strokes, heart attacks, 
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aneurisms, sudden death. I have a friend whom the doctor said was dead

before he hit the ground—you know, there is no time for such people to

prepare themselves, no time to reflect, project, anything. Are they just

unlucky, is this just a flaw in the way God did things? I refer to your

concept of the importance of our state of mind when we go into eternity?

These people have no chance.

NM: To begin with, the answer is nobody dies without a moment. You

know, the famous Catholic notion that Graham Green was obsessed with—

the moment of remorse, the affirmation of faith—that can take place, or so

he believed, or wondered, in the instant between the stirrup and the ground.

Time, after all, to anyone who has had experience with even minor drugs

like marijuana knows that time is extendable; time telescopes, time

compresses. One can have a tenth of a second that feels like five minutes in

a dream. Or, so I am told. The notion that you propose, that you die

without warning—I disagree. Even if you have no more than a nano-second

before your death, that is not where all of it takes place. The moment of

death is anticipated as we live our lives. It is exactly where morality enters

everyone’s consciousness. The question, “Am I a good man, or a bad man?”

is with us from a very early age. It’s with us certainly as children. “Am I a 
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good boy or a bad one?” As you get older, and begin to think more about

death, so you brood more about judgment. Of course not everyone believes

in judgment. Very often you will hear rather fine people say “Oh, there is

nothing after this. All I want is a little peace.” It is a sad remark,

particularly sad to me because, given my notion that many of us are reborn,

many of us, at least, perhaps most of us, I see it as sad if one does not want

to be reincarnated. That suggests a deep sense of defeat. As I’ve said

earlier, we humans can have a purpose that can even align itself with God’s

purpose. So, such despair, in a very deep sense turning, can be against God

as well.

JML: I guess I’m not making myself sufficiently clear. We had a long

discussion in which you emphasized how critical the final moments of one’s

life was. That was the time you could prepare yourself for the journey into

death. You used the example of the people in the gas chambers who were

cheated out of such preparation by being told they were going to get a

shower at last. Instead, without warning, they were gassed. You know, if

you have a brain aneurism, you don’t have a tenth of a second. You have

nothing. Your brain stops. No thought. You put all this emphasis on the end

of it and I’m wondering....
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NM: Let’s say that 99% of the people who are alive have a reasonable

amount of time to think before they die. So, you are talking about the one

percent. And if I can’t contain them in my argument then I can’t.

Everything that I attempt here, if I can honor it with the word

“philosophical” would insist that we don’t have one-hundred percent for

anything. I’m opposed to the notion that any philosophical thought can be

complete. It’s one of the reasons that I detest fundamentalism. I don’t like

one hundred percent theories. So, let’s say that what I have to say is valid

for 9/10ths of people, or 99% of people, or 80% of people, but I do believe

that, yes, our preparation for death is most important. And for those of us

who have the opportunity to think about it and mind you, we do think about

it more and more as we come nearer, yes if you have just a few minutes at

the end, it isn’t as if you are suddenly facing death for the first time. You’ve

been living with its conundrums it all your life. But now you are truly

refining it. You are handing in your final submission, your own

comprehension of the mystery, large or small.
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JML: And if God is limited in His powers, then it occurs to me that God

didn’t work this out. He created a human being who dies in a variety of

ways. One of these ways didn’t allow for this.

NM: How can I refute such logic. I have to agree. But, look, I don’t believe

death is the same for all of us-—the great equalizer. I don’t think that at all.

I see reincarnation as a species of reward. That’s why I find it depressing

when people say, “Oh, I want some peace.” And mean it. They want to be

off the board. Whereas others do want to come back. Life was interesting

for them. Life was challenging enough. With all the bad and the ugly that

one experienced, there was enough good to form the desire to want another

chance at doing more with a life. And of course I do go back to my basic

notion: God is an artist. No good artist is ever satisfied with what he or she

has created. The artist usually wants another chance to do it better. But as a

practical matter, we can’t afford to redo many of our works. In terms of

humans, however, men and women are more interesting than the greatest art

works. The dullest human is a work of art beyond our measure if only we

can perceive him or her in full. So there is every reason to want to redo it.

If I believe that God is our Father, God is our parent, I can add that parents

do not control their children altogether. They are never in whole knowledge 
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of who their offspring are. Parents can do their best with their children, but

they still remain in part a mystery. I would even say that God is fascinated

with the mystery we present to Him. God wants to know more about many

of us. Of course, it is not all full of white light and New Age sweets.

Reincarnation can go wrong. One can do worse than one did the first time.

After all, we are also here to serve. God is engaged in an heroic adventure.

Which is to take His or Her notion of existence and carry it across the stars.

For that, God needs humans to become more and more extraordinary. More

wonderful. For that, we’ve got to develop. And this development comes

out of rebirth. Out of being put in situations curiously parallel to those you

failed in one life. I’ll give a very crude example. If one was a coward,

physically speaking, in certain ways, if one was, for example, terrified of

heights, well then possibly in the next existence you are placed in a family of

mountain climbers. As a child you may go through horrors because of this.

But now you’ve got guides. Human guides who can carry you to a place you

couldn’t get to on your own in your previous life. If we go back to the initial

question “why is one’s death so important?” -it may be that one has a better

sense at the end of what one did or didn’t do in one’s life and what one

would like to be in one’s next life. Maybe, that provides coloration for the

soul. And does it at the last moment. Maybe that even guides all those poor 
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overworked monitors in all those immense bureaucratic halls of Karmic

Reassignment.

JML: What happens to the souls of individuals if the person becomes a

successful mountain climber and is no longer afraid of heights? If you have

a long run of successful reincarnations and keep improving, what happens

then? If you get as good as you are going to get?

NM: Forgive me, but I think that’s a lame proposition. To begin with, the

best mountain climbers remain afraid of heights. But they have learned how

to live on such heights. As humans, we are still so far from being anywhere

near any remote kind of perfection. Most of us are so underdeveloped, so

frustrated, so minor in relation to what we could have been, every one of us,

even those of us who are successful, that there’s no need to speak of a

superfluity of perfection. Besides, as I’ve just said, not every reincarnation

is a success. God is trying to learn more about us. That is my basic point.

God learns even as we do. Think of God as a protagonist rather than a

mega-autocrat. A divine protagonist in the cosmos. And so, some of his art­

works do well. But some don’t. Besides, one’s desire to be reincarnated is

not necessarily well grounded. We don’t know, we don’t know. Some 
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incarnations improve one’s spiritual situation. Some don’t. Our souls can

also become less because we tried again and failed more severely. The hope

is that reincarnation as a general overall, near-universal system, works more

often than it fails.

JML: As far as we know, our ancestors seem to go back three or four million

years. Is it possible that there are souls from the earliest human beings who

have been reincarnated?

NM: I’m going to get your professor very annoyed now, because I don’t

have a clue. (NM laughs') If you want me to guess, I can guess. One

expedition to the side of this notion is that Karma itself may be embattled.

Think of one of the great horrors of war, when too many people die at once,

like Hiroshima. Or a Tsunami. When one hundred thousand souls are

incinerated in one atomic blast, or a Tsunami hits, that may wreak great

camage in Karma as well. Karma may not be equipped to deal with so many

deaths at once. That may well be one of the Devil’s most profound urges.

To mess up Karma. Destroy the main centers of reincarnation. As I’ve

argued, reincarnation is God’s Venus, God’s means of repairing earlier 
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misconceptions. I’m sure God has interest in all of us, but in varying

degrees. God may well be like an overworked parent. So, God might feel,

after someone particular has died that that man or woman did not receive

enough attention from Him. So God would look to improve that person’s

chances in the next incarnation. So, the divine judgment we may get is not

heaven nor hell, but whether we are given a better or poorer chance the next

time out. If we were one hell of a son-of a bitch in one life, then we may be

born again under hideous circumstances in the next. That, it seems to me, is

a more appropriate way to be punished for our sins than to suffer eternity in

Hell.

JML: Given everything we’ve said I don’t see any reason why

reincarnations can’t go on for a couple of million years. Why not? No

problem. Where is the rush?

NM: The real question may be: How much time does God have? If

existence comes down to a race to convince the cosmos of God’s special

purpose, there may not be endless time. Other visions of existence, alien to

us, may be seeking to over-take us. In which case, God could be in a great

hurry. God might have less patience now than He had three hundred 
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thousand years ago. That, of course, once again, is beyond me. I’m amazed

by that professor. I keep coming back to him. The notion that philosophy

should have an answer for everything is anathema to me. It is the rock on

which Fundamentalism will finally founder if the fundamentalists, that is,

don’t destroy us first.

ML: Well, there is usually some teleological sense among philosophers.

How is it going to turn out in the end?

NM: All right. I’ll offer a provisional end. God has a vision of existence

and God feels that his vision is more creative, more useful to the future of

existence than other visions out in the cosmos.

JML: What is that vision?

NM: That life becomes more and more creative, diverse, splendid and

incredible.

JML: OK. You have stated it at any rate.
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NM: I can give you another vision of existence. It is not mine. It is that we

are to sit in heavenly fold and listen to hymns which are beautiful because

God has put us in Heaven. Tell me, what is more final about that? This

Heaven which is the same every day, where we do nothing because we have

been good in the past?

JML: There is the vision in many religions that you merge with the

universal mind. You merge with the mind of God, you become part and

parcel of God. And you do not just exist in some amusement park or Club

Med, but in pure intellectual bliss having been completely purged of all

weaknesses and corruptions. Many religions have that.

NM: It assumes that we’re all here to get to a certain pre-determined place.

If we keep our spirits clean enough, we will reach heavenly bliss. But I’m

saying that heavenly bliss is not guaranteed. Everything we know about the

nature of existence is that it is cruel, paradoxical, glorious, disappointing,

tremendous, and often more modest than we expected. What we can hope

for is to be part of a great creative process that is attempting to go forward

into a better existence without knowing what the end is, or whether it will

even be favorable. The only end that we know is that we are going to die.
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What we don’t know is our end after death. Will there be one, will there not

be? That’s one question we do not know the answer to. We live without a

final certainty. Given that every one of our understandings comes down to a

lack of knowledge about the end, why assume that God knows the end?

That, too, is a very large assumption. Just because God created us, doesn’t

mean that God has every answer.

ML: American historians have debated the concept of what they call

American Exceptionalism. The idea that the United States has a special role

in history, perhaps even a divine role. Divine destiny. It goes back to the

Puritans, back to Governor Bradford, to the City on the Hill. Does this

notion mean anything to you? Does America have a special place in the

divine project?

NM: I’ve written about American Exceptionalism, lately. I’m opposed to

the disaster of what we’re doing in Iraq, and I do blame American

Exceptionalism. My feeling is that all humans belong to exceptionalism.

Not just Americans. All of the globe is part of God’s exceptionalism. To

translate, it isn’t that any particular country represents God’s basic notion of

how to do it, it is, rather, the human creature. I would even say that I see all 
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of evolution as God’s attempt to experiment with higher and higher forms in

His animals. Doing so, God made errors along the way. The dinosaurs were

probably a large error. I would be hard-put to defend the horse-fly, or the

octopus. Or the hippo, the alligator, the ant-eater. Bold experiments, but did

they really succeed?

JML: All the same, why couldn’t some humans be more successful in

certain countries at certain times?

NM: All right, certain people in certain countries could be very important to

God. But there could be one person in Thailand who is more important to

God at this moment than all of America put together. Who knows? That’s

not the point. It’s the implicit ugliness of vainglory to assume that America

is the closest embodiment of God’s desire? How can God put up, for god

sakes, with suburbs and malls and superhighways and plastic? Not to

mention the folly of assuming that democracy is a magic serum to be

injected into the veins of ugly tyrannical brutalized lands.

JML: Well, maybe we’ve blown it. You know, in the beginning, the idea of

American Exceptionalism came from the notion that they had it in Europe, 
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and lost it. Blew it. There were endless wars and too much corruption. And 

we were a new start.

NM: I won’t argue that. The Lord may have had certain hopes. Even one

hundred and fifty years ago. But I don’t think God has had much hope since

the Second World War. We’ve blown it badly since then. And we’ve

cheapened the very surface of life. We’ve ruined the freshness of the air, the

cleanliness of the rivers. I don’t want to rant. But at this point I have to say

that America is not a country whose own spiritual goodness as a nation

stands up to any kind of examination.

JML: I know when Kennedy was assassinated somebody said, and you

quoted it, that God has withdrawn his blessing from America.

NM: I believe it was John Updike.

JML: That remark moved you. You thought he might be on to something

there.

NM: Yes.
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JML: Several times in conversations I’ve had with you, and in your

writings, you’ve mentioned the possibility that God might have intended

human beings to develop their telepathic powers.

NM: Yes.

JML: And in your novel Ancient Evenings some of the characters actually

employ telepathic powers. I must add that modern novelists can, in a sense,

read minds. Because they’re always exploring what people are thinking.

One of the great advances came, I suppose, when the novel moved into the

human mind.

NM: When? In which century?

JML: Well, it started around a hundred years ago.

NM: No more? Dickens enters people’s minds.

JML: Not like Joyce. Or Virginia Woolf.
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NM: All right.

JML: Do your speculations about telepathy have anything to do with using

this novelistic tool? I mean you certainly explore the consciousness of

virtually all of your heroes. You rarely see characters from just the outside.

NM: Yes, but I don’t think that I would lay claim to any more telepathy

than is average. I’d say rather that novelists try to study society in various

ways. Some novelists, at any rate. We try to understand how the social

machine works. We also try to understand how characters who are different

from ourselves seem to be put together. There is this notion that there’s a

little bit of ourselves in someone else. We can if we’ve done enough of the

work over the years, we can yes, project out a notion of other lives that is

complex and real. Sometimes the character comes alive even if he or she is

most different from one’s self. The best novelists can do that. They can go

very far away from themselves. Parenthetically, I have always respected

novelists who try for that as opposed to novelists who write about things that

they know very well. They can be superb, but they don’t venture out. I will 
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say that telepathy is a very small part of all this. There might be writers who

have telepathic powers, but I wouldn’t lay such claim for myself.

JML: I do get a sense that you believe that years ago, perhaps ten thousand

years ago, people might have been developing their powers of telepathy but

since then it’s atrophied.

NM: Absolutely. That’s certain for me. I do believe that the divinity

wanted us to be telepathic. God may not have been counting on electronics

to do the job for us. Electronics may be the Devil’s purview. God just

assumed we would become more and more telepathic and in the course of

that we’d develop more and there would be less need for technology

which—my assumption—stifles God’s Creation. Smog is no good for

God’s good air. Static is not good for our ears or His. I don’t want to go

through the old litany of all that’s wrong with modern civilization. Since

technology is here, I’d say we have to look upon our present history as

God’s attempt to deal with the Devil. In other words if the Devil succeeds in

establishing technological shoots and outbursts and venues and avenues all

through society, God has to deal with technology as well. But He comes in

second. The devil is the pioneer in technology. So, I would assert.
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JML: Right. Still, I wonder. One of the new phenomena that is sweeping

not just the US but the world—in fact, the United States I understand, is

behind many parts of the world, certainly Europe and Asia—is cell phones.

Only half the people in the States use cell phones, but in Asia and in Europe

it’s sixty or seventy percent. Is it the opportunity to call up people all the

time, any where in the world when you want to confirm some thing or get

some information or call your mother? Or call your lover? It’s creating a

whole new set of communications in the world that never existed before.

How would you say that God and the Devil deal with this? Does it benefit

either of them?

NM: Well, it could obviously benefit both of them. But given that I am an

old curmudgeon, my feeling is that it’s more of a mess than a help. Because

I’m not all sure that instant communication with everyone alive is the bean

ideal. Not at all. Often, the hunt for information is what enriches the use of

it. Once the difficulty becomes part of the intellectual process, we tend to do

more with it if we are truly serious. Everybody is talking these days about

information glut. We’re all buried under tremendous and usually

superfluous amounts of information. That could be stultifying to 
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imagination. But I can’t speak with authority. If I were younger and were

using a cell phone all the time, I would say this thing is heinous, or, I love it.

I would then be prepared to argue either way. Now, I’m just pleased that I

can get a goddamn call through on a cell phone without losing the signal.

JML: I remember you were there at the birth of television. You pondered it,

you had many theories about it and you’ve written about it. It seems to me

that in many ways the cell phone is almost equal in its power.

NM: Well let me just say I was never a great enthusiast about

television...But I thought maybe there would be some good, new forms, and

a rise in intelligence in the population. Only thing, I left the commercials

out of it! I didn’t anticipate the terrible impost that commercials would levy

against our minds. The interruption of concentration. The blasting of

concentration. But the cell phone has come too late for me to have strong

feelings. I do know there is one bit of dialogue in almost every cell phone

conversation. “I’m not hearing you very well.” “OK, I’ll shift to my land

line.”
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JML: You’ve sometimes suggested that pure intellect may be closer to the

Devil than the Lord. Which made me think, what about language? It is

perhaps the most complex and subtle creation of intellect. Where does

language fit in to this discussion?

NM: Language does not come just from intellect. Language is the marriage

of intellect and the senses. That’s a huge difference. Technology, for

example, tends to be divorced from the senses. Plastic is divorced from the

senses. Most electronic machines are not agreeable to employ. You know,

think of the old fashioned iron vise in a man’s workshop. It makes cranking

sounds as you tighten it up, and you get a sense of whether the wood is being

held properly. Not being crushed and not too loose. You have very little of

that sensuous cognition with technological machines. At best, you’re

reading dials, and your eyes can have a little play with the subtlety of the

dials. But you can’t ask technology to enrich your senses. On the other

hand, language comes out of the senses. Half of language is onomatopoeia.

We love different languages for their qualities, their separate characteristics

as sounds. I love German for its guttural richness. French for the emphasis

it offers the base of my nose and throat. I love English for the postures

possible in English, the manners one can employ in speaking it, Spanish for 
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the fire in your heart. The intensity of emotion, the irony. Ditto for Italian

in its way. For its sense of bravura. All these reactions come from our

senses. There is one rule of thumb about language. If you’re in a new

country and you want to learn the tongue you get a girlfriend of that

nationality who doesn’t speak your language and you’ll learn much more

quickly. So no, I reject the question.

JML: Well it did occur to me that I’ve never heard you speak

philosophically about language.

NM: I had all sorts of theories years ago. But I never got down to grips

with it. I do have these notions still. I think particular consonants in

language have, for example, specific qualities. I think “R” almost always

has to do with anger, rage, ire, fury, redness, roar. “L” has to do with love—

lassitude, leisure, likelihood; “L” is tender... “S” is sibilant. “S” suggests

hissing, displeasure, sinuosity, snakes. I tried to make up a rule for all the

consonants, but it gets hard after a while. R, L and S are the easiest. “B” is

almost always impact. “B” , “K” you know. Break. Sounds that implode

upon your ear tend to have relations to B, K. F....
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JML: Well what is the relationship between God and the Devil to language?

NM: That’s absolutely beyond me. Look, look! Animals come close to

speaking. I had a dog fifty years ago, a standard poodle. Immensely bright.

I always felt that his greatest pain, his true soul-suffering—because dogs in

my opinion do have souls—and in fact parenthetically there is one very large

but unascertainable notion, it may be that in Karma we go back into the

animal chain again. In any event, this dog was extraordinary. He made

sounds, truly tortured un-dog-like sounds in his throat. He was trying to

speak English to me. Sounds you couldn’t begin to spell out. I could make

them for the tape recorder but you could never transcribe them. That dog

wanted to speak. Dog to man just as equal to man to man. So, I could

propose that all through the stages of evolution, God, too, was developing—

God was discovering language. There may have been a point where the

insects were chirping and humming, making all these needle-like sounds and

God said, “There’s got to be something better than this.” God may well have

been discovering higher possibilities to his universe. God, in that sense, rose

from the slime along with us. This notion is more heartening to me than any

belief that the divinity plays games with us, lays down the law for us,

delivers us a complete manual on how to live. And that’s the end of it. Just 
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keep your nose clean. Cling to the Ten Commandments, Buster, and keep

those nostrils immaculate. Hell, why not look rather upon the Ten

Commandments as a moral essence that humans extracted from human

experience good and ill before the earliest script-writers sat down to write up

the myth of Moses coming down from the mount with the tablets.

JML: Change of subject. You have little regard for Dante.

NM: Well, I’ve only read him in English translation. I’m sure in Italian

he’s much better. But in English I can’t say I was impressed.

JML: You called him Johnny One Note.

NM: Yes. He’s got nine circles of hell. That’s a fascinating concept. Nine

worsening circles of degradation, of defoliation of the leaves of one’s soul.

Yet, reading Dante in English, I can’t tell one circle from another. They all

stink. Everybody keeps suffering in very much the same way.

JML: No, no no
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NM: That’s what I got from my reading. I’m sorry.

JML: You didn’t see the diversity of suffering?

NM: Not compared with what could have been done. I felt he was settling

a lot of personal scores. Every author, sooner or later, will show his bad,

ugly, mean, small side. But Dante abused the privilege. So many citizens of

Florence were skewered. Too much of that. Compare him to

Homer...Dante in my mind is...What’s the word I’m looking for?

JML: Petty?

NM: At the least. Small. Much smaller. Now, in Italian I might have to

change my mind to a certain extent. But not in English.

JML: That’s what T.S. Eliot said. You have to be able to read the Italian to

do it... And then it’s fantastic. It’s a fantastic language.

NM: Well, Dante probably had an insight into sounds. It isn’t just because

Eliot said it. T.S. Eliot can be a bore just like any of us. No, it’s more that I 
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recognize that it’s very hard for me to believe (on the basis of reading Dante

in English and deciding that he’s overrated) that I know more than all the

people who read him in Italian and love him. On the other hand, I’m most

suspicious of Literature Courses. From the word go, the student is told that

this or that is most important.

JML: Exactly. But you admire Milton.

NM: Milton was not settling a lot of private scores. I have the feeling

Milton was grappling with the same questions I’m wrestling with. Yes, I

have a lot of respect for Milton. But not for Dante. Maybe you can show

me sometime where the suffering intensifies. I couldn’t see where. By the

way, a thought in passing: Who came up with the nine innings of Baseball?

Was it somebody who had read Dante? In a really exciting baseball game

each inning becomes more and more like a deeper circle of hell. If

everything is at stake and it’s the last game of the World Series and the game

is close all the way, by the ninth inning, everybody is in the ninth circle.

JML: I don’t know where the nine innings came from. All right, here’s my

last question. Have recent geopolitical events reaffirmed or undercut your 
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theological beliefs? I mean, has the reelection of George Bush confirmed

your belief system?

NM: I can answer that. Perhaps too simply. For four years I’ve felt that

George Bush is one of the Devil’s creatures. And I don’t mean this in any

large paranoid sense. You see, I believe that God and the Devil are in all of

us. And it’s very easy to find varying portions in oneself of one side or the

other. But I suspect that George W. Bush is drenched with the Devil. Every

time he feels that Jesus is speaking to him, I would bet it is the Devil doing a

first-rate impersonation of the Son. One of the Devil’s greatest talents is to

talk like Jesus. And visit us in our dreams. And tell us how to do it, “Jesus

loves you, Jesus is with you. Jesus is telling you to do this.” Our war in

Iraq has been so hideous and stupid and needless that it could only have

been begun for the lowest reason. Which was that America needed a war to

begin to unify our own country. But if a country can’t be unified, without

political subterfuges, then I say let it go down hill until it finds its honest

unity. Don’t give it a hypodermic. This is like using steroids. The war in

Iraq has been steroidal for America. So in that sense, I think the Devil is

wining right now in America, yes. And it’s no small concern. I think people

are beginning to feel this all over the world. Obviously, all too many feel 
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that way in France, in large parts of England, in Germany, and to a great

extent in Italy and Spain. Certainly in the Middle East. You can’t even

begin to get into that. In Israel, being Jewish myself, I have to wonder how

the hell they feel at this point. I remember many years ago at Norman

Podhoretz’s house, at a time when we were still friends, Rabin was there.

He was a general at the time. And I remember saying to him—this was 45

years ago— “You know, if you get into a deep military relationship with

America, it’s going to screw you.” And he looked at me, as if I was such an

innocent, and he said in effect, “What kind of choices do you think we

have?” And, yes, I think we both were probably right. Depending on

America for its military strength has done something to Israel that is

irreparable. On the other hand, they had no alternative. The Arab nations

gave them none. So I don’t sit in judgment on Israel, but I do inveigh

against America for going into war with Iraq.

Final word count: 8874
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i-b (3
(Come, Ghost). While another singer, the lead singer, was

singing

capella (sp)~ verses about the glories of being a priest, of the h^Wy

responsibilities and obligations, the special status that they had among

believers ending with the ancient pronouncement from the ordaining bishop,

“Thou art a priest forever.” It was a very moving, a very powerful

experience. It made me think of one of our earlier conversations in which

you noted that fundamentalists believe that if they keep their nose clean and

observe ritual, they had a ticket to heaven. Does ritual have any significant

merit for you or do you reject it completely?

NM: Neither. I’ve thought about it a great deal. And-, put it this way: I
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have high suspicions about ritual. It seems to me thatjirs a mixed blessing „

fbu know one of my favorite remarks is

that repetition kills the soul. Well, obviously that is a remark-t o be

explored before we go further. Any number of kinds of repetition are j "E

(crucial to the human advnrtTrrt^afldrone of the ways hiwhich we learr^&nd-

we-cotrfd-Rot dispense with it is we learn through repetition, '/here is such a

thing as creative repetition where ew^ubaie. yniMJ^4,yau-age gertm^ua.little

/better and a little deeper sornething/rnofe. Ati-e£—.

thatr- So I grab-at-all-that, Nonetheless, I’m iaimeasely suspicious of ritual <

because if you-ge4^^vrrtTtMT7xw+terp does my theology start? What

occasions it? What stimulates itT^Whafrgives me the confidencc-to go on—

-c- Cf" > 9

'Willl-hT’ -■■Since I am not really a theologian in any way I know so little,



teehnieatiy about the-subjoct. And I-think ifrhrbecause I have worked as a

novelist all my life. If you work-tnra novelist, you're dealing in a fanny,

way=and I don’t want this to be misunderstoo< you’re dealing with

ati^-net-even a smidgcon-of-it, it docsrfa mean that you ha1

g^diiess;-assHffimg-that-Ged-TS-all good which I don’t agree with anyway,

it^Cvhat god-might be lik-evthe universe might.be. like andr-atdeeafr

4-rTto posi^fee-aeod-fe^-a-Devil—There are-veiy'-^v^evefe-that-are.

und-ad-itM^a44s4sdlaaUA^^ any gooi

God’s problems^/Tt-doesn’t-mean that you have God’-s-power in any wa^-&U~.

spent your life thinking about fiction-osd novel writing and-aharaeters and

human nature—iFyeu-are an}' geod-at all you^nd up wi

f—-
any-geed that don’t need a villain^ he moment yuu begiTTlo
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■ C>c-y^ J
contemplate a.vtllaiR-yoij-a^eZof course,ffivmg with the notion of Evil. -And 

from-Evil you arrive-at-the-ne^tf-idea, thc-Devik -l^et me rest for a moment.

P4ekiifg~up this aigument from the place where4-be 4s the-

tends to push one- away froi good novel does not keep

nature of repetition, i^s/elation to rituaK I-wdLsayJha^nfing neve-kT

repeating itself. That is tne hallmark of a bad novel. Aad^o most

wary of repetition. And I have foundyjaai.good novelists are

Sample very kgep-sayiag-the-saffie-things over anrLover and over,

J4-that, giverrthat-fteUcaftKat repetition can be dangerous^ used as a

£Cc^C-
sQftd monsters of mediocre repetition. The politicians we despise

Jium^dyspcakingrthat most people I don’t like i&44S tend to be masters

-tmtif-yoii are ready-to throttle them if-you could get away_with-4t. So^b^n
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nature of ritual. Because what^tual dooq it confirms, it sets it-gels human­

nature into a form. And whothor human nature-should he put .into such rigid

adarm-lias always been a laigc~qucsliun foi mt^Moreover-we k-now that

-pawer tool by mediocre people^ jdjurations that are endlessly repetitive^^j,

tlflwt vTock jamil'igu, ^uannrcal-parents or oven unimaginative parents whe- 

know nothing better than to repeat—^rflhat worries me greatly about the 

occasionally where it’s all ritual all repetition very much sbx.

theThndamentalists-, who I just

God iff^.solutoly DcviHnspiircd/^ieave and cling to repetition.

g This is I’ve been in one ritual once in my life apartI’ll say one more thi

from the ones when I was a child and gbi to the Synagogue on Saturdays

diy stnce4-feel that-theiL_

o my guess on ritual, if I’m going to give you an answer—parenthetically

£



childJ-wasCljored stiff. Once in awhile I’d be olightly-

Avashed over me. I might just as well

have been a shell on the surfs edge(\yth the waves washing over-me and

:he same shell at thewashing away...-Stitfex€ept for a little wear

pne/itual that ESent threugh-wkigfo wasinteresting Vfine. It was 

-No, not aHrw-years ago; thirty five years ago. And I remember

bring a flowertoVour instructor who was kind ojZa gawky kid who was 

ML: For thousands-efyears:----- 7

^Transcendental Meditation-^M^-wdneh was a fashion ■a-few-ygars ago.

movfdfand-ftffected.



absolutely wild with th^rcligtorrof Transcendental Meditation which I 

found^je=passh5g7^hghtiy-ftfS/and boringjaecause ^ou jufit-emptied youc

head for twenty minutes^didfthrallow thoughts to come through_a&d I said 

to myself, “Why aiiid-do+ftg-A+e-T I’ve been idoing tmS^aU-myddftras-a-

iter?’ Every tim^ou-go-wp^mthe morning^to-werk, the first thing yeu-do

■go-through a-haff-hour of boredom-before I get going.’’-NonethelecSj-they^

withouttiltrfancy word on it—the word-1 usually had on it was “I’ve got-tq

■said-a-few wurdsy-theyfgave me a^eumenia-^repeat. I forget.wfeat mine.

was: It vros^methmg-lik^OM. Alan Ginsborg^s-cdd QOMM. I kept

^Transcendental Meditation i^tis empty your head. So I’d been doi

repeating whatever the sound was in my head for twenty minutes.

away.
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said,-1 brought a flower AAtag^Ee-y sfinnER?d>a-little water into the air-and~^

tfrfcic was-Seme^erfum£J,^ftwas a very small ritual, but I fgR an effect.

ove forward ftem-that to make my next point. Which ior

en my fundamental notion that God and the Devil are at war all the time,

J -- ------------------
iat ritual was-first<6reated by the Devil andI would go so far as to

toefe/place. Obviously witfya deep and powerful ritual a great deal takes.

God, recognizing its efficacy and determined not to lose any soul^ao or she

did feel an effect. AiTrH-recugrrizerHhatavWt methingis two bit ritaa

4i-d=not-have to lo^ entered ritual as well. I think ritual becomes an

LA, psA—^"^ A.

uateHse-aftdjascinating-mixtuFe of the presence of God and the Devil.

-jck 1^4. <.r C.T-^-rZ?

.flmk-thcy-do ca-H-them-A There is a v^y-sterdy powerXyf the repetitions;

the music, the chanting, the ceremony, ttta4aewtedge-o-f-cvcryoH€ present,
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■the intense <^nsciott3nosp<>£ewryone-preseni. This is a forriN^important

moment m the-sehomc orthrrrgfcjt-bmgs the aitendanee of God and the-’
<7

JdwffoOne of my favorite notions is thatj(vhen major events occu^the Lord 

and Satan are absolutely there/ That uldrcmark by-the general on the eve of

a great battlej>ets out of bed andfit ie very important to him whether or not

he putsdauthis left foot/or ms right-foot first,

ML: A ritual.

NM: Nothat’s not a ritual; thatls a sense that the- powers are the^r- This-

goes-baek after all, youdeaow-,-/myone who reads Homer will find nothing

strange about this. So, that I think would ba-the-way I would answe^-rtHb—•



upbringing my qsvfi tastes^

~that~firtally the last underlining rcmarlc-I will make is that ritual is

fascinating, fo|eause if you want to-stttdy the-naturc of God and-the Devihp

lere

j^^my number of occasions whereihoy fiave to cooperate^exactly because

they each are trying to outwit the other .and (for that^they haveyo have close-

Contact.

ML: Gemtmuingjust a little bit more on- iat about -the-rituals that-

ttobs(noLZ^ad platarto~start. Because there /hey are^cooperating.

the notions about the war-between God and_t.hc Devil -i^ep in mim

/._ rp IctT* c<<&
are the contributing factors to tfosr-Se-

don’t scoff at ritual./don’t trust it. I would be happier if we lived without c
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athletes-^-I’m sure professional fi^ef-wgigHt boxers decide which glove is

going to be laced on first and how many minutes they want to be alone

before the fight and which jock strap they wear, and the same-with soldiers.

I know with professional baseball players have certain things-that they have

to do. The center fielder has to step on second base when he runs in or you

know, the forces will be against him. So athletes are particularly

superstitious and they go ^arious rituals and preparations before and during

the game.^ftd I know soldiers do the same thing. I kn^w sailors when I was

in the Navy ^fio"were tremendously ritualistic about how they tied a knot.

It was a vsriy bad omen if you tied a knot the wrong way_or yeii did

something on the ship aed=it was not done exactly in the right way, rHvas.

-jttsfr^vetyTVcry-badTuck-aftd'^ou felt like you were calling down evil things
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'-athletes o-f soidieis~gnd-sailoFS—ate often done with the knowledge that

NM: Yes. I used to be very susceptible to that when I was younger. — 

thereXsomething around-them.

^religious rituals but they are done—rituals-of-upon you. These

^~do know what you are talking about. And-Hliat peiiod in San Francisco



tirne^jjsea to. dread every-day, because I knew/before the day was wsrl’d 

be walking the parapets, kf there-would be-a-bad fall on one side or the,

other. Thio wayriy form of levatism beeause-thc paiapcts wenrnul that—

-rtafflyg, They varied in width between eight inches and’very ofter/afoot

and a half wide ^othere was no(nsk a>all unless you lost your head. Bu4=st~

-right, thfijaoiftt-is, I would suspect that ffi-the-eesmie-rratui e ufltre rotations

pay muchjuare attention to

zaaying the gods I mean God and the-Devil;~plus-

-e-£r ..

tre-angels, affiliates, cohorts, e.nwnrkers, what-have ynn^-the,

ofgods-to humans, and

spirit world if you will,

people who are going to be engaged in unusual events. Whereas^ started

by talking about rituaL now^we are involved with rote. Whenever 

people engage in rote in other words, express fopcrstition;

14



tai notions"rs~tfrat—4?*major events are going to occur one of my fa

efthmgs-and if they re■faem-,-very-important to-thcm in the

Suffieterrtfy-tmpoilant-to have a greafanfluenceroh many yotusg people ©f—•

eld^eoplmor other .people—rrcmk r,o to apeak—yes the gods are going to

-payrattention. And so-tkere~rs^fes-fceling that one isjengaged-in_something

■whcrg'dno is/not alone, S^FFOttfided-by^spirits at the least/1 don’t knowjf I

115

L*A
/repetitive or customary move^efcafa*H§Zvhen a great deal is at stake^that

would be worth checking it out pcrha fl-one-eefad—is that when;

lliajOiTVeills are uccunm ^incidences multiply. But not to get straight-off

be playing in games very important tpZ

the attention of the Gods. J-ust-as-Hay uoincidenc/ occurs wlren>



MLpNB^-thatrthat does-tl. Ok. Uni. 1'11 be moVITTp.'around hero a fair

was writing my Doctorial thesis on youQ never told you 5

-thrs=5t&fy, I had a chapter in my-thesis on you, on your theologyryour-,

cosmology. I had a philosophy professor oruthe committeeUhey qjwaygput-

^omebedyotrt" ({hey hayIwo or three English professors'ftftda Philosophy

/Xt>y tV, ■
professor on the Committee and he w$s going-tq/road it. And h<7argued with 

me about it. Wrote me long letters.

NM: Let me get this straight, Ldon’t want tn interrupt This-k while you
--

4-4. 4—pp——
were formulating the thesis.a»d-he-was^JMig,you to shift your thesis? ,

ML: Yea, he was reading drafts j-a draft of the thesis. And he started, ft

was the second chapter of my disaortatiorg about yobr cosmology, and he- 

16



argued mo andTic said that your system, as far as he could understand it was 

terribly incomplete.

(Mailer Laughs)

He said he could not find in it either/oeginning, how the universe came into 

being^or/Snds. How the cosmic war would end at the end of time or even if 

there would be an end of time.

NM: He sounds like a major leagueeAss.

the, work. 1 mean he might have heen_a,marvelous

ML: Wdl, no, he was gentle with me 1



■ME: He thought that anybody who was a philosopher, had a philosophical 

system, ought to have—let me finish—

NM: Let me just stress one point: I never heardoHthaorfiat you have to

have a beginning and an end to your philosophy. What about the Logical

ML: Well^he was an Aristotelian. That/explains a loj^robabl^ But he also

felt that t^-chief thing-was4ha^ you had no clear definition-^aa^mat he

believed and what a lot of philosophers believe—is the central question of 

18



philosophy: Being. What is being? What is the ultimate nature of Man 

what is the ultimate nature of God? What is being? When he confronted 

me I kept saying, existentialism, existentialism. As much as I knew about it 

and I knew a little but not a great deal* t-o his questions. One of my English 

professors on the committee said, “Look, Mailer is a literary man. He’s not 

a systematic philosopher. He has ideas, he has feelings that are profound,

but he isn’t out to create a philosophical system.” And that’s what finally 

got the philosopher to back down. He goes, “You’re right. This is a

literature BHD, not a philosophy BHD.” But I’ve thought about it for many, 

many years, this debate that we had. It kind of slowed things down 

although it didn’t hurt me in the end, and everybody—and you wrote about

Marx, Freud, Kierkegaard, Sartre, Schopenhauer—it wasn’t that you 
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may-be_one of the concepts. Ftcmal, not eternity. Ftew-i^l May •bp-nun of,

the-concepts that lock us up into the lack of knowledge the lacktrfi

cemprehension of the answer to questions* The simplest-$ep&seTcould give 

is that no philosopher has ever come up with an answer to these questions 

that is satisfactory to us. No human, and I won’t be the first either^-but what»

I will say is this. I have oertaia basic beliefs. I don’t know what we’ve been 

talking about through these -ftve interviews. I thought I’d said it. God is not

1-^owerful and ^od. God is l*fee-6*Greek”god if you will, brke Zeuj.^kf 

we need some model. I don’t need one. In other words, god is a warrior 

engaged in trying to shape some very large part of existence. How large is 

absolutely out of our Genscicnoa. I have no notion at all whether god is a
2.

god for the solar system or/SOmFbf the galaxys, or half the-galaxys. I have*



predetermined. It is open. So-in other words,^god has a vision of existence?

and we-areffulfillieg that notion aBduJeHyiflgfer-B'ecause I repeat, thcre-is_,

the war between God and the Devil that/keeps God from expressing his or

notion of how things should bej God fflnsHiwfm intolerable states of 

frustration. That makes much more sense to me than/God clearly knowing-- 

exactly what he or she is doing and tei+mg us how to do it and were all littlg.
......._  

end is open. Existence is open. This notion that there is a predetermined 

director who is perfectly-^-

place that we all will reachdhat there is a single point to existence which we
' *------— ^2-^  -

will fmddby working it out, that we will fulfill god’s notion/if you stop to

:istence ^^predetermined. By its nature it is not

c g
think of it, tijat^s no more tha

ictorsTn a riugen said this over and over.



hftppy-bccausc the suipt is at liaad. But-Ee^saying itsimore complex than

that, more difficulltlrm that,ffis more ennobling than that-. We’re not just

serf‘s Wete not just children drawn in off/fhe street to jjj^artof the

children’s chorus. iaTopera. And"illowed to sing. We are

there is not to demand-philosophic-aily that I say where we are going, isyfro, 

61^4/my point of viev^an otftrageeusmemand. All we can know^s where we ass

/4t the present. Everything in &»r> existence fortifies this concept/^o me. I

know where I am at the moment within reason. p^/Tknow where I will be

c ‘‘L l T---- K
in a year? Do4datmvH^4-w4M-(^e alive? No. Do I know if I’m alive for-

rave instincts whiehft would go so tar »rail we are given.

of where society will be in a hundred years? We live in the present.

(twenty^years dejfhave any notion of where I will b^ drri have any Concept
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‘C’ say I would go along with-^efte-on this: That^hese powerful instincts are

god-given. We are embodying^god’s plans, but gods■planszflre~subjce'Tto' *- *- *“ *» ■»

change because o£-existence is-so- complex^ Atffithe storms of

command of the ship of the/umverse.

the cosmos are not all prerecorded, for god. God is an artist/not in

ML: The moment of death carries more weight in your theological thinking

than in any other I know of^even-Mother Ther-esa^s, but I don’t see any

consideration of what happens to I believe it’s 20% of all people who diet
4heydte of strokes, heart attacks, aneurisms some people are-dead, I have a

friend who died, the doctor said he-was dead before he hit the ground—you

know, there is no time for them to prepare themselves, there is no time to

25



reflect, project, anything. Are they just unlucky, is this just a flaw in the

way god did things given the importance of our state of mind when we go

into eternity? These people have no chance.

NM: To begin with,-th(>answei j^/iiubudytlies without a moment. Yotr

knew-,lthe famous Catholic notion

between the (something) and the ground. Time, after all, to anyone who has

had experience with even minor drugs like^arijuana knows that time is

extendable; time telescopes, time compresses. One can have a tenth of a

second that feels like five minutes in a dream so they tell me. that

sense ?the notion that you die without warning, no. But apart from that, even

if you have very little time at the moment before your death, that’s not
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'takes place. It takes placetas we live our lives. Jiijsexactly where

morality enters Everyone’s consciousness. The question, “Am I a good man,

----- *---------------- -
or a bad man?” -js-wrtW us from a-very early age. children^

Am I a good child or a bad child?” As you get older and yaw bcgirrter

think more and-mete about death, so you dunk more and more about if-there.

CS>(2. ‘
judgment/- bccausc/fiot everyone believes in judgment. one of the things

■that-js disheartening is-y-ery/bften you will sco-rather fine people say “oh

there is nothing after this. All I want is a little peace.” It is a vay sad

remark beeause, particularly sad to me because, given my notion that weW

Teborn that many of us, perhaps most of us, indeed suine uf us aie lebnrn

■retnearnation so-tf-s-vety: does not west to bej^i«camatedZThat

(two or three worch unintelligible) d repeat my notions about.
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j&a-sense, lense of defeat, hi one’s own humamplirpsse.

-iUisJIn the very-deep seme turning against god as well.

TA
And as I’ve said earlies/arnee-fair human purposes/align with god’s purpose, 

ML: I guess I’m not making myself sufficiently clear. We had a long 

discussion in which you emphasized how critical the final moments of one’s 

life was. They were^-Hst^traordinarilyTmportant because that was the time 

you could really prepare yourself and-dnde-aberatwdaat-yeu were-going to-do-

•u used the example of the people in the ^^th-ohambersri-H-tti^'gas 

chambers who were cheated out of that moment and rt=was-a terrible -thing-

iow, if you have a brain aneurism, you don’t have a tenth for them.

of a second. You have nothing. Your brain stops. There’s no thought.

28



NM: Let’s say that 99% of the people who are alive have a reasonable 

amount of time to think before they die.

ML: They do.

29



the one percent. And if I can’t

conteHi/the/6ne percent then I can’t. Everything that I attempt here, if I 

hundred percent fe? anything. I’m opposed to the notion that any kind of

thought can bh/domplete^and totally' coffl^eJjtfrfSTVB-; That’sipart of the=- 

reasoniftat-we-get4«t0-8tteh4ei=i-iblc~troublo5r It’s one of the reasons 1WI

or 80%yf people, but “Sjteit I do believe that, yes, our preparation for death

is wy important. And for those of us that have the opportunity tn think

about-iband-mind you,-4-think ‘ftjhtftk about it more and-more quickly as 

( H.“S’

detest fundamentalism. 4-don%4iWone hundred percent theoriesg-So-letls^

say=that wjrat I have to say^/alid for 9/1 Oths of tfSople, or 99% ^people,

honor it witp)th£_ji£OfdyZphilosophical^ suggests that we don’t have-a-

30



we go eftrH*erc~a»d more quickly Sn-thafjfyou have just a few minutes at

the endjf isn’t as if you are suddenly facing death for the first time; yodSe

been facing it all your life. 0*

ML: And if God is limited, then it occurred to m^that god didn t wor

les inXvariety of ways and one ofout. He created a human bein

reincarnation is a species of reward.

NM^-Ld^r t-think weJre~gH~remearnaled: I don’t think that at all. I think—,

right. God’s—um I m not perfect.e ways didn t allow for this.

M why I get depressed when

& handing in the final submission.

people say, “Oh, I Xvant some peace.” And mean it. They want tn fa
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i A-=-/
■beard. Whereas some feel, no, life io interesting-enough. -Life is>

chahenging-enough. With all the bad that one’s experienced, there was- £

o it better^te-do it better."But that, in terms of art work,-

works. That’s-rarc. Humans-wfoe-aiu i-taigli inuie interesting

gets~very limiting-aad^^-a-prac^fearimatt-er, we doirit redo many of our-arfr

anether

greatest-art works,(^he dullest human isfca^vork of art beyond our
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tkeif-childfen^-Ttrey^e^doing the best Uli then Chiidmi. Tfretrvhildlell mk

arc not-to-want it fol Luu little. Nulevei. Cud’s engaged 4fl-an~hegQfe

adventure. Which-is to take notion of existence and carry it across the

they’ve got to deveLopte=Yftg don’t create people who are wonderful by

an act of will. WhaHrappens-is- iirth.
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jn. certain-ways in one existence aed<terrified of heights, well then possibly

rvelmis i mother-way Sy-god sites

in a family of mountain climbers.

Athe nex1

ild may go through horrors

that in. all sorts of examples. In other words, it’s the development, of the—,

impnrtnit*7” jt,c- kb^/g^rnayhp at the

•human that is one of theelements^yoif could say^-going back to the initial

them/into a place where they couldn’t in their previous life. Well, takc>

moment of one’s death one has a better sense of what one did or didn’t do in

one’s life and what one weukl like to be in oneXjjfe<aitd-maybe that gives-a

toleration to ene’s soul at the last momenr^which is aid lu all llroye poor 

overworked monitors in all those immense bureaiicraticJialU^rf^eaTTTrtr.
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reassignment.

MU. ¥oafy&aT^=-ThaL1s good. Hiatus V£ry goudr^i-^-3

'—ML. We’re good. Um, What happens, an<Ldiis-4s-&orLo'fa~CUTiliiiuatiori of

/them Tin the rightdraek hrtiieir reincarnation and-theperson becomes a

what you just said, what happens to-the -souls-of-individuats if-ge <put

successful mountain climber^nd-is^oU&eger a coword and-u?nn longer

afcridujffieighltr? If you have a long i un of successful reincarnation^ and-^

-dM=>—------

-keopJxnproviftg, what happens then? ILyeu^eyas good as
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NM: No, no. Forgige-ffle, But^I think that’s -a-teme piupusilion. To begin

wrthrthcrc is~so much tu do; We are so far from being anywhere near any 

remote kind of perfection. Most of us are so highly imperfect, so

underdeveloped, so frustrated so small in relation to what we could have 

been, every one of us, even those of us wjio are/tfuccessfuj, thafwhat VT-*'



NM- No. n(W Tbo question is: God is trying to learn mnrp about ns That

is my fundamerrtal-peint. It isn’t that god understands us .^Hiori’t do tl

rfrrThrs—and-that-one-needs a little tweaking^here and-that one-needs a little

~^rrmetlw'ig)-^ovm there, jt’s not like that. ItlsJhat God is learning alortg-

with us. Think of God as a protagonist rather than a divinity^ A-protagonist

‘*QK. let he or she have-what they want.” And it-might be a mistake. .krety,

Ijke-a-xdiild-saymg, “I want this candy!” And the parent doing it. We duii’-t—>

know, wo don’t know. Some incarnations improve. Some don’t. The hopeps
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is that reinrqmntiAii ni ,i rii HUHll nnarr Z^tum, works morc-£»

■than it faits:-------

ML: So most of the-rung-ef reincarnations would be-like a roller coater-tkaa 

-Tt-woutd-be a straight improvement or a straight decline I-Mvould be a

NM: Who knows? We don’t know the knrm at any given momentr-There-,

-would he periodsdets say, When god as the protagonist,~artd4us-partic.ular



NM^An endless delegation. Ata endless committee iQ-knows-how

successful than/others in improving the Imel of reincarnation, the success

ML; es...

09

measure. AfHftgpgetting^t,is,^fiere are periods where god is more

r~Deiiiuciairc the whole damn lhiug4s. That’s beyond our

about my own reincarnation? /Tha£s<if£our, our...

way, let meilrsert—-Have I ever told you the joke th^Htell to audiences

•afei, it you^U.!- But let’s stay away from near-corporate images. By the



NM: Alright. Well, I go back to that. You know.

ML: We talked about that.

NM: Alright.

know.and I understand that wp could he deceived or-wrong, seem to go back 

human beings who have been reincarnated for all of that time?

NM: Well, I’m going to get you/professor very annoyed nowBl^ecause I

/three or four million years, is it possible tha/there are souls from the earliest

ML. And these reincamatiorre^lct’s see, those human beings as far as we
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too many people die at once, lifacthe atom

4?omb c-xplosioliT^x

hmtmes day in an Asian Paradiso? Ref: Tint(Nw Qr-nn art nf (Tori' rio-a vA-y /i/j

when a hundred thousand souls are incinerated in one

second^t\may create great damage #ia-Ka»na. Karma may not be equipped

to deal with that many deaths at-onoe. That may weH be £ne of the Devil’s
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mterext in all of us, hut in varying degrees like an_o.v.ep<orked.parent, god

might feel

may get is neither heaverr nor hell, but fmally whether we are given a batter 

next.

improve that in the next incarnation. In other words, the one judgment w< 

it after someone has died that that particular

and .men we may be bom under the most hideous of circumstances in the 

or fuller chance the next time out. If we’re going<tO be punished for ounsins 

it might well be we be really a son-Of a bitch in our existehce in one life.

man or woman did ndrsreceive enougn^ttention^and god would look to 

balance. If things-get. away with aglverrfrrdwidii and I’m sure-god has,

ML: /iuUesn^t-strike me, given-cvcrythfflg-wel4*fesajg I don’t see any 
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reason why reincarnations can’t go on for a couple of million years. Why 

not? No problem.

NM: The as4y question^fiere is how much time god has. You seeT is it a.

race tn convince the cosmos-oris thore endless time? There may not he It 2

-mayTte that there-aca other visions of existence seeking to over^thke us in

which aasej^pd may be in a great hurry. God may have less patience now



ML: He just felt that there was too much indeterminism. He couldn’t put 

his finger on—

NM: Where is Kant’s final determinism? What/foes Kant have to day 

that’s final? Where does Kant give us the rock of the ages?

ML: I don’t know. I don’t kno\yenough about Kant.

NM: I don’t either, (sozinds like Bawaarska, ??) Spinoza, the great ones.

ML: Well, Spinoza had...



- difficult thing, but the.- .Tfcere is usually some tealiologiaal (isense among att-

ML: WelLf=-eveirrlltf Maniqiens and the Zorastorians a\\-fphonctie—

Rmk-thatls_miinua to tills whole processjspellings), find som

probably, what-tou-

H5

philosophers about how it’s going to turn out in the end.



useful to the future than other (fusions of the future, I2'!

NM: fGod has a vision of existence that-god-feels is more creativ^rnore 

ML: What is that vision?

NM: That life/wcome more and more creative, diverse and splendid and 

incredible.

ML: OK

NM: Now give me another vision of existence. That we all are to sit in 
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heavenly fold and listen to hymns which are beautiful because(^od has put 

us in heaven? What the hell is more final about that?

ML: There is the vision in many religions that you merge with the universal 

mind. You merge with the mind of god, you become part and parcel of god.

And you just exist not in just sugar land, amusement park or club med 

’•something like tlrat but yea exist in pure intellectual bliss having been 

completely purged of all weaknesses and corruptions and so forth. In many 

religions. The Hindus have that and ....

NM: That assumes that we’re all there to get to a certain place. The-reasc

w*£re~here is ‘cuz if we, to use-the expression, try tp/keep our noses clean
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enough we will reach heavenly bliss. Aad-I’m saying heavenly bliss is not

guaranteed. That the nature of oxiDtenceJeverything we know about the 

nature of existence is that it’s cruel, paradoxical^lorious, disappointing,

Wat our best bet is to be

az
part of the great creative process that is attempting to go somewhere without

ixxz- cc-t'
necessarily knowing what the end is. We-wori<jn~our live^all the time ■ 

without knowing what the endj^. The only-end-tfoat-we Kwo-wTjTthat we’re 

going to die. Bip=what don’t knowjtf’what will be the end after-death.

end fffter death, will there not be? That’s one question weWill

don’t know the answer to. We can -e^y assume certain answers, but we

know that wevve=*nadoi5n assumption?^We-dwi’t have a certainty. So-given.

this-that every one of our understandings come^aown to we don’t know
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□adiat-the end-ts why assume that lows what the end is? That is a very

large assumption

ML: That’s essentially what I said back to this guy. And you knowfhe 

finally realized that he was dealing with something he w^n’t going to be 

completely satisf— He saw... It wasn’t that he didn’t see any merit in what 

you had-

NM: No, I’m not peeved that he didn’t see any merit. And I’m attacking 

him in— but urn, I was struck with was his notion that philosophies give 

answers; I remember when I took my freshman course in Philosophy at

'arvard how irritated I was that there were no final answers. I mean there
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wa\ Plato, there was Aristotle there was all of them, but no, there was never

any reaKanswer. I wanted to know how shall I live myJifb? What is there

for me? What is good? Whatig-Md? I never got answers. There aren’t

answers^thefe are only questions. John Maliquais made that remark.

ML: Yea, you said that... Uhi.... American historians, for a long time have

debated the concept of what they calPAmerican Excepjiofialism. The idea

that the united States has a specialj^flin history, perhaps even a divine roll

Devine destinyMtrgoes back to the Puritans, back to Governor Bradford,

City on the Hill. Does this notion mean anything to you, doesbit

. TV
resonate-wiriryou, does it fit or not fit in your theology that America has a 

special place in tjCZtliviric piujctM* h>7;god’s vision?



NM: I’ve written a4et about /(lately. About American ExceptruirafisiTr.

Smoe I’m very opp^sed-fr? the disastetpnf the

•blame American Exceptionalism for -it.- My feeling is that we hurn^os^all

&aa- mrij Trap I

■icans. All of the globe is part of god’sielong to

represents

e&yef—

>asic notionZifhow to do it.

/j#
exceptionalism. Which is to translate, it istCbany particular country teat-

A

represents it. I see all of evolution as gods attempttp-eSeperiment with

dinosaurs wcre'tfvast error. ... is god finding his or her way? Or believe that

higher and higher animals. God made errors all along the way. The

dinosaurs were the answer?



ML: Well why couldn’t some humans be more successful and god pay 

more attention....

NM: Absolutely, absolutely... /

ML: ...at certain countries at certain times...

NM: No, but to the point where one country alone. I could see where

certain people imcertain countries are very important to god. There could

be somebody in Thailand who is more important to god at this moment than

all of America put together. Who knows? That’s not the point. The

aasttmption, the vain gluiyuf-assummg that America is it and this is god’s 
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desiffr—How could grid put up for gnd sa^es/with suburbs and malls and 

superhighways and plastics. 7.

ML: Well, maybe we’ve blown it. You know, in the beginning, the idea of

American Exceptionalism came from the idea that they blew it in Europe.

•Thcy-blcw it. There was endless wars and corruption. And we were a new 

start.

NM: I won’t argue yrith-that. God may have had certain hopes^ven a

Jmndred and fifty years ago^two hundred years ago maybe even-a-hundred^.

But I don’t think^&d has had much hope since the Second

& ...'
World War. Uhmk-we’vc blown it-bad!5^±a?e4h^^^gii^torkl-Wflr.
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-Aad we’ve cheapened the very surface of life. We’ve ruined the freshness 

of the air, the cleanliness of the rivers. I don’t wanHo get intcrrantmgr- Dub 

ao, in-fack^At this point I would say that America is not a country whose 

spiritual goodness beftfs-much(Examination.

ML: I know when Kennedy was assassinated somebody said, and you 

quoted it, that god ha^withdrawn his blessing from America.

NM: 14bffiVrtwas John Updike.



" You thought he might be on to something there.

NM: Yea.

ML: Several times in this and other conversations I’ve had with you, aad in,

yourwitmgs, you’ve mentioned the possibility that god might have intend^7 

human beings to develop their telepathic powers.



Mfc~ Well, there was-a little bit-erf it way baok.

NM: Dickens enters people’s minds.

ML: Not much. Not like Joyce. Or Virginia Wolfe or people like thqt.

NM: All right.

ML: Do your speculations about telepathy have anything to do with using 

this novelistic tool? I mean you certainly explore the consciousness of 

virtually all of your heros. You rarely see characters from just the outside.
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NM: Yes, but I don’t think that I would lay claim to any more telepathy 

than is average. ThaHs^e all have the experience of eccasionaUy thinking 

(T^xas^something...Gi tiui poke/ /j/jjgr^-wafr-talking^about ESP and we’re-alb

of a song and someone^tarts humming it. As example I found in Duyte- 

aware n£4^SP People who are married for a while ve*y often find they’re, <=* 

thinking something at the same time. Sf'we calHomeone just as they are 

about to call us. There’s alb of th^t. But in terms of practical novel writing;

think this-is much more interesting^.. There-is-a much more availabl

dialectic that takes place. Whic-b-is. we study everybody from the outside-in,

Once in a while^through lov^we^nter literally the body^the soul of
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to be a good novelist one must be able to project that imagination into far

That there’s/€ertain experiences which should ney^r be written about

them from many a directiojr'and obtain many a character and many an event

,5j;1k1__IIIIii li jiiliil L11L111 ullniJ. We try to understand how the social

machine works. We try to usderstarrd-ksw characters different from

ourselves^wfk. Tterc~is-th4s(fiotTon thaHherd^ahttle bit of ourselves in

^hat one was neydr near. And yet there’s a wonderful verisimilitude to it

because they W( lejzdn beam one’s imagination through

places. It’s my old notion of crystals which I ve talked aboupmany times.

'me try to resume. We also, noveli&U^study society in-various ways Some,

becausyyo^SSprotected the crystal. Al right, that involves writing. Let
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-ean-projeGt-etrt a notion oi their 1tves~that4s complex and r-eab-amHhe-

charactejyome^ alive even wie’s self. The best

novelists can do that. They-ean-ge very far awaydfom-themsefves,

Pwreiilljfftin^lly-Llwwfralwnyr ronpootad’nnveliuls wlvi tiy fni mure than—7

^Tiuvelists whu arc very good at genre. In other words, novelists who write.

- about things that they know very well and they-do it tp a too, and they are- 

supeib, but~fhey duirh. ventare-fittfr So given all-thflt, telepathy is a very
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liiatdu-Stlion but since that time il’s~atiuplrie4-

Wk Oh, absolutely. "That I do believe and nihjm’t-pi-ek up on-yowr

question. That’s absolutely certairrTxkrbelieve'thaTthc divTrrrty did want 

us to be telepathicTXiod did not|&©efSlectronics. Electronicsjare the Devil’s 

■pHewe^v. (/God just assumed we would become more and more telepathic

and in the course of that w^-d-dgeelnp more and mnre-and more and there.

would be less end-less need for technology .wfeh^Sf^^jod’s creation.
-■ -

Tha£=is^Jmog is not good for god’s air. Static is not good for our ears. Hnv
—------

I don’t want to go through the old litany of all the things, that afcg wrong with 

t,—It seems that all I can-do.modern civilization. Um^bntyugrFve-s&id-that.-lt seems that all T c.an-dn 

fuTwis-reassert th&Wtierrtha^rrdhef-me^ad tn itnnp otter notion-whieh io.
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[ that now that technology is-nere we have to look upon human history as 

^>d’s attempt to deal with the Devil. In-other-wwds^flhe devil succeeds in

establishing technological shoots and outbursts and venues and avenues all

The Jfevil is the pioneer in technologyjlwould assert.

ML: Right. And you stated that pretty much from tho-age of enlightenment.

■Otr-you were'on to that. But I of the new phenomena of 

technology that is sweeping not just the US but the world—in fact the

£Aited States I understand, is behind great portions of the world, certainly

Europe and Asia—is cell phones. Only half the people in the States use cell 

phones, but in Asia and in Europe it’s much higher than that. It’s sixty, 
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seventy percent. And^of cours^L-sce all the time, and I sec students using it,

I’m pondering iuls^the opportunity to call up people all the time/any

where in the world almost, \Mrcnyou~wanH5~and confirm some thing or gob

some information nr call your mother. Or call your lover or-soiiietliiug like—

that. H’s creating a whole new set of communications in the world that 

never existed before. How mGSt-god-aHcTthe deyil deal with this?.

I-s-this 'Something that could~benefit either ofHhem3

NM: Wefiyit-cmild obviously benefit-either of them, bcnefiPboth-of therm

^4y4i^fi»gUfiflfdirold curmudgeon. My feeling is that- it’s more of a mess 

than b=rs a help. Because I’m not all sure that instant communication with 

i C
everyone alive is Zwoc/iu//. Not at all. Because very often it’s 
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the hunt for information that creates the usefthat we make of-ttet 

information and the development of it, In other-words l^e are stimulated by 

the hunt(for information andffie difficulty becomes part of the intellectual

^>1

nrHOPCC IFtT~n «-»4- .f nrirl l-i o ri fz~x rrrx nn/-l '"^rl i* ■■m rlprocess. Oft&c~we?ve arriyod-at it,-and had to go-and work and-get ityAvc do-

~ (_ (‘<■^'5
more with it. Everybody is talking these days/offfiutc of information.

.(WhichWe’re all buried under tremendous ameuai

■imagi-naridn. So L I can’t speak with authority

"fo-oH-te deal with-that-on this questionyfhn simplyto-old-to deal with that question. J-M-were—

younger and ws?e using a cell phone all the time I would say this thing is

heinous.or I love it. And-I would be piepared to-aggne either way but I am 

not. T find a cell phone a ioke=s» I’m just pleased tfcjH-can get a goddamn 

number through without buggering it.



ML: I remember, you were there, at the birth of television and you

had many theories about it and yer’ve

written about i| qwte-aJait-and it seems to me that the cell phone in many

ways is almost equal ia many-ways in its power.

!a a-'
NM: We.1l let me just-sawthatU^th television?! left out of the equation the—s

-R-l ^2=ac^'^'L~^~ 7^-c

commercials w rhe early-da.ys J thought maybe...I was never-a-great-----

new-forms, an arise in intelligence in the population as a whole—AnrH-~te~fr->

eTfthusiaGt aboutlelevision...Bui I thought maybe thete will be-ah-sorts of-^

-the-commercials-auLofit. And the terrible thing that-eommcrcia!

4niredttced’. Which is the- interruption of concentration So-by-now the cell-
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ML: weWe talked about-the devil and how the devilVassuciatieH-with-pure 

i-trtellect and pure inteUect of course,, .technology being a creation of-pure

inteffeetrarrth/ou’ve made it clear thatfpure intellect may be closer to the

^JJbvil than the Ard. Which made me think, what about language which is
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perhaps the most complex and subtle creation of intellect. Where does

4^^language fit in-te. this whcte discussionfthis whole po\yjvow?-

NM: Lot mc juot-intorrupt before I dose it Language does not just come 

from intellect. Language is the marriage of intellect and the senses. And'

__ w— ' IS I J
"pat’s a huge difference. A huge difference. Technology is ratter divorced 

from the senses. You have to speak about a particular nhjecU Plastic 

divorced-froffl the, senses. Most electronic machines are not agreeable to

ViC<, 4/g^g
employ. Ymt-knowphe eSd-fe&hionedJ^^iAteedrramwdswork shop.\By

godjfmakes cranking sounds as you use it, and you tighten it up, ynu’veyi

e>Ll 'Qeft't >
teue (very little being held properly. Not being crushed and no^Ioose.
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of that with technological machines. At best^ou’re reading dials, perhaps^

and your eyes have-a little play with the subtlety of the dials. But you can’t 

ask fpr much from technology in_termsd»^enriching^our senses.

comes out of the senses. Half of language is ano matccpaa, -We love-

'rench for the emphasis upon the nose, the centrality of the nose

-French^ I love English for the^postures possible-in Engli-sh^J love(Spamsh

th
(different languages feetheir qualities. I love German for-i&s guttural neasr-4-

for the fire that you can feel iiTit The seme of emotion and anger and rage.

Ditto for Italian ia-rts wa^-fe-y-its sense of bravura. All these<cnfne from
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ML: Wol4-T was just trying to think of what we hadnlt_talkpd-abwrt-i.n

Ration to theology'Qmjone ofthings I came lip with-was lilual and-ene-eriR

tfre-thiftgs~was language. I guess I see yumds^great user of language 

sumebudy who uses it deftly and in all-of its resources tot I’ve never heard 

you speak philosophically about language.

NM: Well, y&u-knew, I had all sorts of theories years ago which I tried to 

pursue in superficial fashion4-asd never really got down to grips with it. I do 

have these notions still. I ds think certainfg^unds, eertaiS consonants in
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a 5? a>c
language have certain (qualities. I think J^Talmo st always has to do with

"M"
anger, rage, ire, fury, redness, roar. has to do with love—lassitude, 

leisure, likelihood; more tender... “S’s” are sibilant. They suggest 

displeasure, sinuosity. I tried to make up a rule for all the consonants, butit^ 

^getsshard after-a while. R, L and S are the easiest. “B” is almost always 

impact. “B” , “K” you know. Break. Sounds that implode upon your ear 

tend to have relations to B, K. F....

ML: Well what is the relationship between god and the devil to language?

profoosor. (both Inughj^/l think. Look, look. Animals come close to 

NM: WeR that’s absetoel^beyond me. I-’ll have to disappoint our
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speaking. I had a dog fifty years ago, a standard poodle. Immensely bright.

I always felt that his greatest pain, his soul suffering—because dogs in my 

opinion do have souls—and in fact parenthetically there is one very large 

animal chain again. Who knows? In any event, this dog was extraordinary.

He made sounds, hideous sounds in his throat trying to speak to me. Sounds 

you couldn’t begin to spell out. I could make them for the tape recorder but 

ypu/u>uld~nwep transcribe them. And that dog wanted to speak. So I think 

•^taddirnnmiHg making all these nccdlc-Jikc sounds urnf god said, "Theie's

■goi-tQ-be-semuthing belter ihan this.** ~Scu Wluil if gyd was diseoverirtgThy"^

in a certain sense,(god was discovering language^if-you-wi 11^ through

but unascertainable notion it may-be that in Karma wefo back into the 
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f <God rose from the slime along with us.

that told us how to live and that’s the end ofrjt. Don’t stray buster, and keep

yourndse clean. There’s more to existence than-kecp ynui iiusc clean?

notion is much more'dynamic to me than this-/livini

us and pteys-games with cis, A M^etivered us a complete-^heseftablets 

^arrayed above

frtle regard for Dante.ML: '-You-ha*

NM: Well, lemie jcrst-say, I’ve read him in English translation. I don’t 

know Italian.•fTTT^rrR£jj?Italiafr4ie’s much^muGh-better. But in English I 

was not nearly (impressed.
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ML: You called him Johnny One-Note.

NM: Yea. Leaded him Johnny Qn»Note. Why? Because he’s got nine

circles of hell. That’^fascinating concept. Nine circles of degradation, of

defoliation of the possibilities of one’s soul. Arrdfthey’re all the same. You 

can’t tell one circle from another. They-a44-stiak^-They’re all dull.

Everybody suffers in them in very much the same way.

ML: No, no no

NM: That’s what I got from my reading. I’m sorry. I didn’t feeling

of thaTsubtlety.
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ML: You didn’t see the diversity of suffering?

NM: No. Not compared with what could have been done. I felt he

was settling a lot of scores. Every author has got his bad, ugly, mean, small

side.

But Dante has-geVso much of that. So many citizens of Florence that he

was skewering. T&o much of it. Joo much-ofiit. Compared to

Homei^Dante/Cp my mind is..What’s the word/^m-looking for?

ML: Petty?



I
NM: At the least. Small. Mueh-saialler. Now^^ialian I might have to

change my mind to a certain extent. But not in English.

ML: T-hatVwhftt T.S. Eliot saicJ^zVou have to be able to read the Italian to

do it... Afid-fhen its fantastic. It’s a fantastic language.

probably had an insight into sounds. It-km’t just becauseNM: Well,

recognize that it’s vi

^zlSliot said it. T.S. Eliot oan-be a boro just like-any^of us.'No, it’s more-thai_L

CP Ct (-cfcZciy.

(to believe on the basis of reading DanteJS7

/^English aftd-deciding that he’s overrate^ that I know more than all the

people who read him in Italian and love him. On the other hand, I’m very

suspicious of Literature courses—and you know a lot about this—that from

is important. They, approach it as ifthe word go (the student is=told that
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ML: Exactly. You know, Milton finally, Milton has the same Christian

vision as Dante. Milton believed in Hell.

the feelijz^ Milton was grappling with the same questions I’m wrestling

wit#. I have a lot of respect for Milton. Yea, I notice that....

NM: I have a eling that Milton was settling a lot of private scores. I have

NM: Yes, but Milton...

ML: And heaven. They bojfi had Paradisios in their writings.
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ML: And it surprised me, not that you have respect for Milton, but that you 

didn’t for Dante. I thought he would..

NM: Well maybe you can show me sometime where the suffering 

intensifies. I’m not...I could see where the hell....By the way, here’s a 

thought in passing. Who was it who came up with the nine innings of

Baseball? Was it somebody who had read In a really exciting
I

/
/

baseball game each inning becomes more and more like a deeper circle of 

hell. If everything is at stake and it’s the last game of the World Series and 

the game'is close all the way, by the ninth inning, everybody is in the ninth

circle.
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ML: I don’t know where the nine inningsZame from.

(Note: Alexander J. Cartwright, president of the Knickerbocker club, NY, 

1845, presided over the official rules of baseball, agreed upon by the New

York and Boston groups who each had their own official set of rules. They 

mutually agreed that these rules should be set in place; the game should run 

7 innings. In 18/57 the same group met at the Knickerbocker club again 

and amended the rules to augment the length of the game to nine innings.

Cartwright entered this decision officially into the rule book, which stands 

today. So it may be considered that collective of minds, for whatever 

reason, came up with the number nine in accordance with innings.) 
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ML: All right, here’s my last question. Have recent geopolitical events 

reaffirmed or undercut your theological beliefs? I mean, has the reelection 

of George Bush confirmed your belief system?

NM: Lean answer-that^pcrliapsrrve^simply. But I’ve felt from the word go 

that George Bush is one of the Devil’s creatures. Arid T don’trmean this in^.

any large paranoid-sense. If-I-liave-'aiiy-s^nsc of.-.-.when I’m-regarding a-^

Jwwi-hmg. You-se^, I believe that god-and the devil-are in all ofusT'An’d

lUs^^y-easy-fe^md-one-sid^ I suspect that-George W.dBush~i?

him, itlsJUe^viLtaHling^e-hrm. One of the ^evil’s greatest talents i$lo 

ike Jesus. Lfwimw (wrvisit ns in nur-dreaiFfej And make us feel that
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‘JesusToves-me^-Jesus is with me, Jesus tolcLmeJxudo-this-and-t.ell me-ta

goTkrwn hill until it finds its own unity Dreft give it n hypodermic. TFri

n I say let itntry. And if a country can’t be unified,begin to unify a

that.” S

est of reason^xfhat was the only way toAmerica needed a war for the

the war, on its merits was so hideous and stupid and needless of

a war that is, it was rteqded for the lowest of reasons v Which is America. I

don’t want to get into terms of a pbfjtical tpact, but, from my point of view

4s4ikejisi«g-3teroids| The war in Iraq has been steroidal for America. So in

1_ a
that sense- J,think the Devil is-wmifig£right now in America, yes. -AwJ

it-’3 no-small'-conceFH. And I think people all over the world are beginning

to feel this. I’-m sure-thcy feel that way in France. In large parts of Englands 

"-fn Germany. Tu a gi eat extent in Italy and Spain. And certainly irrthe——
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‘st.\ You can’t even begin to get into that. In Israel, being Jewish

myself, I have toVwonder how the hell they feel at this point. I remember

friends, Rabin was there. He was a general at the time. And I remember

get into a deep military relationship with America, it’s going to screw you.'

um, yes, I think I’m probably right. Depending on America for its military

strength has done something to Israel that is irreparable. On the other hand,

they have an alternative and that would be Arab nations. And so I don’t sit

in judgment on these things. I don’t sit in judgmentVm Israel, but I do sit in 

And he looked at me, Ij^^as sucman innocent, and he said to me, “What

kind of choices do you think we have a’ And that was the end of that. And

many years ago at Norm Poodortcpiouse at a time when we were still

saying to him at the time—-mow this was 45 years ago— “You know, you
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judgment on America for going into war with Iraq.

ML: OK, Great.

NM: Well, we’ve got another edition, don’t we?

ML: We’ve got 45 and twenty—A good hour. I’m figuring now, I’ve 

looked at the number of pages and so forth, I’ve figured that with this we 

now have between forty and fifty thousand words.

NM: Well, look, here’s the other possibility, the only one I can think of—

TAPE ENDS.
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