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Over and over, from Hume dov/n tkeir emphasis was on -he
refinement, of reason, gv'en devoted zhe poetmc '
and metaphysical acrobatics or Stye brain to correcting
logical positivists, making thekq noi-e Sensitive to the traps
they might he digging into the‘language if they weren’t
very careful. 4. think he was bUwin^these logical structures'
to hoop dread away. When we reel dyead,-we put it in a cage.

1 suppose what I’m getting at is that the Wasp, coining
from the Scotch and British, "began as a strong people who
were spooked and determined to dominate that condition of
being spooked by creating a more powerful net of reason and
lo^ic than any people who had ever come before. And, of course,
technology, as it emerged through Western Europe and America,
met this habit o2 mind and was wed to it. It’s no accident
that the Wasp is at the very center of technology„ ■

<. interviewer

In Arhies of the Night you wrote of extracting- a promise
from your daughter not mo take drugs until she -had finished
college. Are you anti-drugs? "

Mailer

No, I still smoke pot, I love pot. I just hate it when kids
think they're going to enjoy it for nothing. Any nail's
entitled to any vice he wants, but he should have the umbilical
sense that anything you get you’re going to pay for. If
there’s not a divine economy, then there's nothing but an
absurd world, an .absurd society. And, of course, one of the
Things wo have to notice is a compulsiveness toward absurd
behavior. Caere's a powerful passion loose toward absurd
behavior, to the desire to be absurd. Ever notice the
approbation people got from friends when they act absurdly.?
It's because it’s too horrible to contemplate that there might
bo a hu.TQ payment of dues- coning up.".





Responses and Reactions II

The Test

On p. 293 of The Early Masters*  is a short story.
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152 THE SEVENTH PRESIDENTIAL PAPER

within Christianity to liberate or to destroy the vision of mafi.
ed with our failure (for it would seem the war Atas

gone ainst us) the investigators of the intellect /have
taken to ^tellectual tranquilizers. It is logical positivism,
logicians, an ’ language analysts who dominate Anglo*?
American philosophy rather than existentialists; if is Freud­
ians instead of Reic'hians or Jungians who rule,psychoanaly­
sis; and it is journali ------ .i.~
apathetic conscience of ..  
journalism, is intended to\hide frpm us the existential
abyss of dread, the terror which Ales beneath our sedation.
Today, a successful politician,'isx not a man who wrestles
with the art of the possible/in ord^r to enrich life, alleviate
hardship, or correct injustice—he is\on the contrary, a doc­
tor of mass communications who ma\ measure his success
by the practice of a- political ritual and^ vocabulary which
diverts us temporarily from dread, from ^anxiety, from the
mirror of the dream. Here follow two specimens of those
particular emotional states which politics is des'igqed to con­
ceal. ,A' \

It is told:
When Prince Adam Czartoryski, the friend and counsel­

lor of Czar Alexander, had been married for many years
'and still had no children, he went to the maggid of Koznitz
and asked him to pray for him and because of his prayer
the princess bore a son. At the baptism, the father told of
the maggid’s intercession with God. His brother who, with his
young son, was among the guests, made fun of what he
called the prince’s superstition. “Let us go to your wonder­
worker together,” he said, “and I shall show you that he’ can’t
tell the difference between left and right.”

Together they journeyed to Koznitz, which was close to
where they lived. “I beg of you,’’ Adam’s brother said to the
maggid, “to pray for my sick son.”

• From Martin Buber’s Tales oj the Hasidim. Published by Schocken Books.
Volume I: The Early Masters, Volume II: The Later Masters.
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On Dread
The maggid bowed his head in silence. "Will you

for me?” the other urged.
The maggid raised his head. “Go,” he said, and A Jam saw

that he only managed to speak with a great efflrt “Go
quickly, and perhaps you will still see him alive.”

"Well, what did I tell you?” Adam’s brother said jfiughingly
as they got into their carriage. Adam was ” * uring the
ride. When they drove into the court of \{s u<# .they
found the boy dead.
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Upsetting the Bowl t

The sense of stillness and approaching death is occupied
by the cry of the locust. krsnetaUic nntr hpr.uiiiuj tin. rxret-------

degfhjTfluch of Haiku can best be A
"uhcIers*toUri  as a set oF equations in mood. Man inserting U

himself into a mood extracts an answer from nature wb+efc
Only-the TCaetion-nf rha-min-upon Obe mnnd., hut-? K.

us a supernatural equivalent-tn the—quality of the •"experience,
almost as if a key is given up from the underworld to un- 3
lock the surface of reality.

Here for example is an intimation of the architecture
concealed beneath: r —

It is told:
Once Rabbi Elimelekh was eating the Sabbath meal with his

disciples. The servant set the soup bowl down before him.
Rabbi Elimelekh raised it and upset it, so that the soup
poured over the table. All at once young Mendel, later the
rabbi of Rymanov, cried out: “Rabbi what are you doing?
They will put us all in jail!” The other disciples smiled at
these foolish words. They would have laughed out loud, had
not the presence of their teacher restrained them. He, how­
ever, did not smile. He nodded to young Mendel and said:
“Do not be afraid, my son!”

• An Introduction to Haiku by Harold G. Henderson, p. 43. The poem is by
Matsuo Basho, translated by Henderson.

Y agate shinu
keshiki wa mei-zo

semi-no koe
t The Early Masters, p. 259.
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Some time after this, it became known that on that day an
edict directed against the Jews of the whole country had been
presented to the emperor for his signature. Time after time he
took up his pen. but something always happened to inter­
rupt him. Finally he signed the paper. Then he reached for
the sand-container but took the inkwell instead and upset it on
the document. Hereupon he tore it up and forbade them' to
put the edict before him again. J 

___A_mqgjcal action in one part of the world creates its
historical actioq'inTafiothier-^wtp-are'dealing with no less'

’"than totem and taboo. Psychoanalysis intrudes itself. One of
the last, may it be one of the besX approaches to modern
neurosik is by way of the phenomenological apparatus of
anxiety. As we sink into the apathetic bog of our possible
extinction,\so a breath of the Satanit seems to rise from
the swamp. The magic of materials lilts into consciousness,
proceeds to dominate us, is even enthroned into a usurpation
of consciousness. The protagonists of Last Year at Marienbad
are not so muqh people as halls /nd chandeliers, gaming
tables, cigarettes! in their pyramid/of 1, 3, 5, and 7. The
human characters^ are ghosts, disembodied servants, attend­
ants who cast their, shadows on/the material. It is no longer
significant that a man carries X silver cigarette case; rather
it is the cigarette case whiyh/s significant. The man becomes
an instrument to transport/the case from the breast pocket
of a suit into the air; hT/a building crane, a hand conducts
the cigarette case to/^nyangle with the light, fingers open
the catch and thus/elicit\a muted sound of boredom, a
silver groan from t/e throat of the case, which nows offers
up a cigarette, sndps its satisfaction at being shut, and seems
to guide the hafid back to the'-breast pocket. The man, on
leave until her is called again, goes through a pantomime
of small entity activities—without the illumination of his
case he is like all dull servants who cannot use their liberty.

That( o/e may suppose, is a proper portrait of Hell.
In is cartdinly the air of the phenomenological novel. It is
as well tHe/rCurotic in slavery to the material objects which
make, ufTthelocksandkeys of his compulsion.

Buj^ allow me a quick portrait of a neurotic. He -is a
sociologist, let us say, working for a progressive foundation,
a disenchanted atheist (“Who knows—God may exist as
some kind of thwarted benevolence”), a liberal, a social
planner, a member of SANE, a logical positivist, /Z-eeHccUtf

On Dread “5

of jokes—about -fags—and beatniks^ a lover of that large
suburban land between art and the documentary. He smokes
two packs of cigarettes a day: he drinks—when he drinks i

■eight nr ten inn- nf -bunded Avhiskey in a night—He does
not get drunk, merely cerebral, amusing, and happy. Once
when he came home thus drunk, he bowed to his door
and then touched his doorknob three times. After this, he
went to bed and slept like a thief.

Two years later he is in slavery to the doorknob. He must
wipe it with his fingertips three times each morning before
he goes out. If he forgets to do this and only remembers
later at work, his day is shattered. Anxiety bursts his con­
centration. His psyche has the air of a bombed city. In an
extreme case, he may even have to return to his home. His
first question to himself is whether someone has touched the
knob since he left. He makes inquiries. To his horror he
discovers the servant has gone out shopping already. She
has therefore touched the knob and it has lost its magical
property. Stratagems are now necessary. He must devote
the rest of the day to encouraging the servant to go out
in such a manner that he can open the door for her, and
thus remove the prior touch of her hand.

Is he mad? the man asks himself. Later he will ask his
analyst the same question. But he is too aware of the ab­
surdity of his activities. He suffers at the thought of the
work he is not accomplishing, he hates himself for being
attached to the doorknob, he tries to extirpate its dominance.
One morning he makes an effort to move out briskly. He
does not touch the brass a second and third time. But his
feet come to a halt, his body turns around as if a gyroscope
were revolving him, his arm turns to the knob and pats
it twice. He no longer feels his psyche is to be torn in two.
Consummate relief.

Of course his analysis discloses wonders. He has been an
only son. His mother, his father, and himself make three.
He and his wife (a iwtweHy not very happy marriage) have
one child. The value of the trinities is considered dubious
by the analyst but is insisted upon by the patient. He has
found that he need touch the doorknob only once if he
repeats to himself, “1 was born, I live, and I die.” After a
time he finds that he does not have to touch the knob at
all, or upon occasion, can use his left hand for the purpose.
There is a penalty, however. He is obliged to be concerned
with the number nine for the rest of the day. Nine sips 
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of water from a glass. A porterhouse steak consumed in
nine bites. His wife to be kissed nine times between supper
and bed. “I’ve kicked over an ant hill," he confesses to his
analyst, "rm going bugs."

They work in his cause. Two testes and one penis makes
three. Two eyes and one nose; two nostrils and one mouth;
the throat, the tongue, and the teeth. His job, his family,
and himself. The door, the doorknob, and the act of open­
ing it.

Then he has a revelation. He wakes up one morning and
does not reach for a cigarette. There is a tension in him
to wait. He suffers agonies—the brightest and most impatient
of his cells seem to be expiring without nicotine—still he
has intimations of later morning bliss, he hangs on. Like an
infantryman coming up alive from a forty-eight hour shelling,
he gets to his hat, his attache case, and the doorknob.
As he touches it, a current flows into his hand. “Stick with
me, pal,” says the message. "One and two keep you from
three.”

Traveling to the office in the last half hour of the sub­
way rush, he is happy for the first time in years. As he
holds to the baked enamel loop of the subway strap, his
fingers curl up a little higher and touch the green painted
metal above the loop. A current returns to him again.
Through his fingertips he feels a psychic topography which
has dimensions, avenues, signals, buildings. From the metal
of the subway strap through the metal of the subway car,
down along the rails, into the tunnels of the city, back to
the sewer pipes and electric cables which surround the sub­
way station from which he left, back to his house, and up
the plumbing, up the steam pipe, up the hall, a leap through
the air, and he has come back to the doorknob again.
He pats the subway strap three times. The ship of his body
will sink no further. “Today,” thinks the sociologist, “I
signed my armistice. The flag of Faust has been planted
here.”

But in his office he has palpitations. He believes he will
have a heart attack. He needs air. He opens the window,
leans out from the waist. By God, he almost jumped!

The force which drew him to touch the knob now seems
to want to pull his chest through the window. Or is it a
force opposed to the force which made him touch the door­
knob? He does not know. He thinks God may be telling
him to jump. That thwarted benevolent God. “You are swear­
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ing allegiance to materials,” says a voice. “Come back, son.
It is better to be dead."

Poor man. He is not bold enough to be Faust. He calls
his analyst.

“Now, for God's sake, don’t do anything,” says the
analyst. “This is not uncommon. Blocked material is rising
to the surface. It’s premature, but since we’ve gotten into
it, repetition compulsions have to do with omnipotence fan­
tasies which of course always involve Almighty figures and
totemic Satanistic contracts. The urge to suicide is not bona
fide in your case—it’s merely a symbolic contraction of the
anxiety.”

“But I tell you I almost went through the window. I
felt my feet start to leave the floor.”

“Well, come by my office then. I can’t see you right
now—trust me on this—I’ve got a girl who will feel I’ve
denied her her real chance to bear children if I cut into
her hour, she’s had too many abortions. You know, she’s
touchy"—rare is the analyst who won’t gossip a little about
his patients, it seems to calm the other patients—"but I’ll
leave an envelope of tranquilizers for you on the desk. They’re
a new formula. They’re good. Take two right away. Then
two more this afternoon. Forget the nausea if it comes.
Just side-effect. We’ll get together this evening.”

"Mind if I touch your doorknob three times?"
“Great. You've got your sense of humor back. Yes, by

all means, touch it.”

The Big

So soon to die
and no sign of it is showing—

The rite of spring is in the
winter which enters one’
scythe from the p

ose comes
of mountains.

feel like a mi

he air. The nerve of
i io r way like a

t canTo the ag
a up from the midnight corridors 6 a

April, 1963



I/ES

ids of years. Which means we may have taken the wrong n

1$ • Chi Science and Art

SoLaewhere five, ten, and twenty thousand years agojnafitook
the'wrong road. He separated himself from thosedireclisciplines
of mawe which might have enabled him to cpHifnunicate with the
cosmos^n fact, this language of the Lamis that you were talking
about miwit have been preciselvjhtffsame language. They were<
dealing wl\h matter and antprrfatter; they were communicating^

YOUNG: I hawXa feelifigjhafan artist pursuing that notion now may­
be what will

MAILER: WeJJ<d
savage^efisibil

jte-exist. You_seert®A primitive obviously had senses which were
closer to the animaLHe also had fears closer to the animal. Those
fears are intense. Anyone who has ever felt dread in any real way
knows it’s so unendurable an experience that one’ll do almost
anything to avoid it. So I would come near to arguing that civili­
zation came out of man’s terror at having to face dread as a daily
condition. Therefore we paiatcdxTciiviiization which would insu-
late us from the exorbitant demands of existence. I’m not speak­
ing now of those smaller or unbelievably pressing demands in
that time of growing or killing enough food to be able to live sim­
ply. I’m talking of that greater terror when the trees spoke to one,
and the message of the trees was not agreeable, and worst of all
the trees were right. The message one got from the trees was true.
The storm they told you about — that terrible storm which was
going to make the river wash over its banks and destroy your
hamlet in three weeks was true. What a terror. What a terror. I’m
saying that man did everything he could, you see, to get away
from that kind of intimacy with nature, that foresight, that dread^

come about from that phenomenon?
MAILER: Well, I’m not so convinced the devil is an mention!
YOUNS<Which brings me to one of my favorite Jjjrofcs of Carl Jung:

“The m&ment you remove the devil frotc^yciety, you only allow
him to re-ap^barin an infinite vapgi^Sf'anonymous forms.”

MAILER: I would mafes^nobeiMSK^tatfiat remark. A doctor inocu­
lated my two-month-pl^fiij^ht^r' for diphtheria yesterday. He
caught me at a wegknr om en uWsg tied with him feebly. They’ve
found thiwjgrtexperiencdThat it’s easfes^o inoculate kids at the
age ofijSromonths than it is to inoculate therfi^hen they’re four

old or five years old because the kids pass through the dis-
in a few hours when they’remfeg^.
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£xer one powerful psychic field met another, there was a mood.
Where the presence of the oak met the presence of the field of tall
_Jrass, so there was a mood, and in that mood the savage walking
through was aware that he was a third presence who was picking
c?p some sense of events to come. Or picked up some sense of the
fast. One of the characteristics of most primitive languages, I sus­
pect, is that their sense of past and future is different from ours.
^or instance, in classic Hebrew, there is no firm difference be­
tween past and future. In fact, there are merely two tenses, the
Present, and another tense which has to do with actions which
Recurred either in the past or in the future. Only a very simple
xAift is made in that verb form. If you want to talk about the past,
bou remark, “I left.” If you wish to indicate “I will leave,” you
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s+fftply say, “And I left.” My God, I spent years thinking about
this. What a different sense of existence! Since primitive man
keeps no records, the ability to distinguish between his memory
of the past, and a dream, becomes next to impossible. Of course,
primitive people also employ last night’s dream as something
which will give them intimations of the future. And, of course, it’s
possible the dream, far from being a wish fulfillment, is actually
that instrument which enables us to anticipate those psychic
problems we can or cannot afford to take on in the future. In other
words, the anxiety system of the dream gives us clues as to how
much intensity our nervous system can bear in different direc­
tions. That is why we re-play the experiences of the day before

the complications of the dream. We dramatize them in
our imagination. We put ourselves in tense situations to see how
much dread we can bear. Therefore the dream deals with the fu­
ture as it is based on the experience of the past. Which means
both past and future are part of the same psychic river. So it’s as if
the primitive Hebrew saw his experiences forming into two
halves: two tenses, two modes of being — the sensuous-at-hand
which was the present tense, and the sense of that other time
which was not at hand.

YOUNG: That would tend to make the present of less importance, I
would think....

mailer: I don’t know. Particularly since primitive man was not ab­
stracted in the way we are. His present, whatever it was, had to
have an extraordinary difference from ours. He had to be im­
mersed in it much more as he walked through the forest. Of
course, I’m going along now on the not necessarily mystical no­
tion that nature is an exquisite receiving and transmitting set. It’s
possible that one of the ways God would communicate with the
earth and the earth communicated back with God, if you will, is
that every tree and blade of grass is capable of sending transmis­
sions. Because parenthetically we know nothing about radio. If

i you scratch a crystal, and lead the vibration out to any wire of a
certain length, called an antenna, why then another wire of an ap­
propriate length attached only to a crystal somewhere else can
pick up your signal. That is the basic transaction of radio. We’ve
put it through a million improvements. Amplified it unbelievably.
Yet what more do we know about the inner nature of such com­
munication? The assumption may not be unreasonable that other
ways of communicating are equally good. One petal of a flower
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communicating to a bee, literally. Some of the messages we don’t
begin to perceive. And so, as I say, primitive man, moving
through these fields, still able to communicate with these oaks,
would have intimations beneath the level of language. At a certain
point he knew in the way a plant knows or a tree knows that a
storm was coming, or disaster was on the way, or the sun would
be beneficent on the morrow.

YOUNG: Yes. And we’ve lost that. Almost completely.
Mailer: Well, let me say, we may have lost it at the moment lan­

guage began. Here is the point: Once there is verbal language,
then man has feedback. He no longer communicates to other men
the way he once had a dialogue with the tree and the field. So long
as he was communicating beneath the level of formal language, he
had only to come back from the field and other men would see
something in his presence which communicated his message. We
just assume that primitives grunted at one another. We don’t
know. Primitive man may have had to do no more than move into
the clearing or into the caves where others lived, and others knew
his message. Since he was transmitting mood, others could decide
whether he was true or false. But language, while it will often cre­
ate mood, must as its first function interrupt mood, interpose it­
self against mood. Mood may be able to survive this insertion, but
it is a different mood. The moment primitive man began to speak
words to. other primitive men — in other words, the moment the
articulate was commenced — so the nature of man’s reception of
an experience larger than himself began to be altered profoundly.
And something was lost. For in the grunt had been sounds from
every corner of existence, while now, in the words, were oncom.-.,
ing abstractions of existence^gU’&i

vp^wf_-_Whirh firings me.TifJ..rnaAMafe<aee^-w-riirc irtea^n^arrdTFrrrg*
^inarticulately certain. I think what you’ve just said<<f^
MA^ER: ... is an expansion of that remark.^csi Art TsS-sarela-

tion'tS^hose intimations of the primitivefl knoyrfrssimilar to the
experienarfi^jevery artist if I say'that>jd¥en I get an idea for a
piece oij work,There’s amjilfrmination in my head at that
moment with whicn rS^n’tJjdve to argue. Trouble starts because
you can’t keep that'inesffdt^qence, that illumination. And in fact,
the reason it,ujugffy irequiresrstgmty or thirty years to make a
good artistjisrao’s dependable as weif<as good is that it takes all
thoseASMrs to learn how to lose the mombitNand recover it, lose it
arjtTfecover it, and learn how finally to be abite^nget it back each
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some tremendously diluted and warped and tortured fpgj^

nu\>qhetheless. get it back. Enough so you can continjj^vith
your wOT^^f you will, it's a function of the artisjJ^Jwation to
magic. It’s nra^accmony. For instance, you sajd^Fwhile ago that
the artist now triey^^^xfrn to magi c .BffliaWmin k the horror of it
is that there’s no one ali^tjho^gfi^return us to anything. Our
senses are so destroyed tdw£^S§<&»ybe a light-year away from
that primitive man. Tliere may beSfe^gxid back to him. None
ever. We may no^Jcable to begin to do -^^^smprehend where
we lost thc^SyV or where or how we can rcstoI^itThe artist
mayjitfjify be merely some sort of extraordinary recomi^of the

-<Tjifefe7__________~
■you NG: I think the big problem for art today is to try to get back to

the sense of creating a spell.
mailer: Maybe you have brought us to the real separation between

the artist and the physicist. Because the artist always seeks to cre­
ate a spell. Today, of course, the artist is no primitive man, he’s all
but completely insulated from the senses primitive man had; and
he usually acts as a mediator between magic and technology, be­
tween the world as instinct and scientific fact. But no matter how
technologized the artist is in society, his central impulse is to cre­
ate a spell equivalent to the spell the primitive felt when he passed
the great oak and knew a message deeper than his comprehension
of things was reaching him. It’s possible the primitive felt some­
thing analogous to what we feel when we encounter a great work
of art which tunes us in to some comprehension of something we
can’t even quite call any longer our knowledge. It’s larger and less
definable; to employ the word again, it’s more resonant. It’s as if
art seeks to restore men and women by reproducing in them that
sense of a lost spell, as if the artist is some sort of magician or
midwife between the lost life of the primitive and the modern
world of technology. And, if you will, the ultimate intent of the
technologist, or any physicist who is drowned in technology one
way and another, is to try to find ways of coping with existence
which are independent of the spell. For the spell cannot be mea­
sured.

YOUNG: Do you think that art has much chance to flourish in this
regard?

mailer: Well, I think we’ve begun to come around some extraordi­
nary corner. There is a recognition among technicians themselves
that something desperately bad is happening in the very founda­
tions of technology. That the whole machine of technology may
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finally have been bolted to a base which will not remain perma-
! nent, which is in fact rotting beneath. Sometimes, it’s only when
[ man enters a series of failures which destroy belief in a huge en­

deavor that a huge endeavor in an opposite direction can begin.
The failure of the Crusades opened the Renaissance. I think this

| is happening now. I think one note of hope we can feel in these
times is that faith in technology is beginning to waver, and in fact,
it’s possible technology is going to go through a period as destruc- ___—
five to its ambitions as was technology to theology. We could ad-
vance the argument that theology was a species of spiritual tech- jZ j,
nology designed to insulate man from existential existence, frorp_
the lost senses of the primitive. Failing to work/thedlogy^was re-
placed by technology, but technology, in turn, if it fails to
work — well, at that point, it seems to me there is nothing left but
a return — if there’s anything left — to the old notions of magic
which orbit around the fundamental notion that we are capable of
extraordinary psychic communication, not only with each other,
but with elements of the universe we haven’t begun to conceive.
That may be the great turn of the wheel of history — that is, if we
can clear the ecological system of the world. We may not be able
to. We may be in the position of an invalid who’s going to linger,
even for centuries, in some sort of half existence. That could also
happen. There’s no reason to assume man was not capable of per­
manently injuring the world he inhabited. We may live on as
some sort of crippled social existence. . /^— 6

. -TOUN^Waiting for the freeze bags.

MAILER: I wouldn’t doubt it. It’s the apathetic people^TcTguessT
who generate huge passions on the idea of a freeze bag. Technol­
ogy sells people the notion they’re going to give them something
for nothing. Which is the essence of the message of the Devil. The
reason the Devil is associated with magic in people’s minds is that
magic implies it will give something for nothing. But the word
■magic rather might suggest that there are subterranean relations
between things which are deeper than we recognize. But never
will you get something for nothing. Precisely, it’s technology

• which promises that something for nothing by sidestepping all
the disciplines of magic.

YOUNG: Perhaps it’s this awareness of subterranean relations be­
tween things that does constitute a good part of what an artist is

: today.
MAILER: Well, I expect an artist secretly assumes he has some fine

and subtle and possibly quite private relation to magic. In some
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way, some little part of magic is his. He often pays for it by find- I
ing himself ineffectual and even tortured by the world. So it isn't 1
as if he’s getting something for nothing with his magic. But it’s as 1
if, if you will, that people who opt for magic are deciding that 1
they want a life which will have huge advantages and tremendous 1
disadvantages. They’re stepping out of the sort of ordinary ex- 1
pectations other people have. Stepping into more and into less. I

YOUNG: Choosing perhaps to be more alive.
mailer: More alive and more bugged. More reduced. I mean, think j

of people you've known who lived in depression for ten years at a
time — you think quickly of artists .. . Because of their sensitiv- |
ity, their paranoia, because of their relation to magic . . . their I
exquisite sensitivity to the possibilities of magic, to that com- I
munication between subterranean events which everything para- ]
noid in one (for paranoia has to be a disturbed function of the 1
magical sense) would believe is having a powerful effect upon su- '
perficial everyday events. So when things are not breaking well,
such an artist will never get free of anxiety. His sense of magic j
will keep producing more exotic conclusions. I mean, there’s a
reason why man deserted magic and went into technology. Men
led lives of exacerbated uneasiness when they lived in the time of
primitive man and his magic. They sought, after all, to escape
primitive existence and existential life, in order to gain technolog­
ical life. For precisely the reason that they thought it would be
easier. Now we’ve found that it isn’t easier. It may even be
deadly. So now we've got to go back.^
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that universal dread
we tried to escape fiye^len, 3fteerTS^.epty-hve thousand years,
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steered us up the hill therefore to get pinned down in a lorfe bad
line, one hundred feet from the summit, a modest twin dame, a
double hill with a German machine gun on one knoll and a German
machine gun on the other, I was so ready to die in atonement I was
not even scared. I

It was Rojack’s ignorance of the theological which helped him to
free as much of the white magic of the unconscious asme did. His
having been excessively bright but a humdrum athlet/ neatly sug­
gests that over-dependence upon the intellectual and Xcglect of the
instinctual brought him to such a desperate situation that he was
'ready to embark upon radically different, authentic a/tion. And since
Rojack had no theological sense, no perception at how one can
gain or lose the chance for eternal life, he was able/to experience the
peculiar relief of having nothing to lose by dying. As Rojack entered
into the realm of authentic action by preparing to do what quite
simply must be done, he felt “danger withdraw! . . like an angel,
withdraw like a retreating wave over a quiet seX, sinking quietly into
the sand.” He then ran up the hill toward th/ guns that were firing
at him. His freedom-from-fear-and-his-williagncss~to~do what must
be done opened him to the blessings-of the/NawigaloF~atThcseat of
his unconscious, instinctual self—referred/o as it by Rojack—that
donOL_of__whiteLmagicZwiiahguHed _cachJoQi]sTwo~snnuItancously
thrpivn grenades to within a few yards/of each emplaccmeriE~Rb-
jack’s flow of talent continued as, witwa kind of mystical ease, he
then shot three of the four surviving ^Germans. But it deserted Ro­
jack as he confronted the last surviving German, dying but still
holding his bayonet, with eyes that contained

all of it, the two grenades, the blood on my thigh, the fat faggot,
the ghost with the pistol, the hpnchback, the blood, those bloody
screams that never sounded, it was all in his eyes, he had eyes I was
to see once later on an autopsy table in a small town in Missouri
. . . eyes of blue, so perfectly blue and mad they go all the way
in deep into celestial vaults Xf sky, eyes which go back all the way
to God is the way I think A heard it said once in the South, and I
faltered before that stare/clear as ice in the moonlight, and hung
on one knee, not knowing if I could push my wound, and suddenly
it was gone, the clean Presence of it, the grace, it had deserted me
in the moment I hesita/ed, and now I had no stomach to go. ... I
fired. And missed. Ann fired again. And missed.

In the last chapter of the novel, we learn that the eyes on the
autopsy table belo/ged to an old man who was dying of cancer
when he suddenly/perished from peritonitis. FoL-Maitei7~caucci is~s.
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entropic growth—-that leap of the cells into the creation of tymbeing,
the unspoken intimation that_miLpurci>ase_onZiSxniLv. has^een~iosL
That-we have ceased to exist in the continuum of natury What was
in the eyes ot both the dying German and the dead Missourian was
the perception that their being had died before their/Iives had ended;
they knew there would be no more_life for them. /

Before the confrontation with the Germanes eyes, Rojack pre­
sumably believed that all death was nothingness. Consequently, he
was able, at least once, to overcome his .fear of dying. But Mailer-
esque religion passed from the Germans eyes to Rojack’s, and with
it, dread.* * The talent which partially authentic action had freed in
Rojack retreated before the demazfd for a still more authentic act,
for there are levels to the authentic, and Rojack had just touched
bottom. In civilian life, the mdst difficult authentic action would be
the one which is most forpign to our normal sense of “the good”
but which is ordered by the most fundamental demand of one’s
being—it must survivc/Thus, the command to kill might be ordered
not by “that religion which is called Judeo-Christian” but, to turn
again to “Ten Thousand Words A Minute,” by

an older reljgion, a more primitive one—a religion of blood, a mur­
derous ana sensitive religion which mocks the effort of the under-
standinguo approach it, and scores the lungs of men like D. H. Law-
rcnce/and burns the brain of men like Emest Hemingway when they
explore out into the mystery, searching to discover some part of the

• Although Mailer has dropped Kierkegaard’s name a number of times and
even referred topf/ie Concept of Dread tin Why Are We in Vietnam?, his use
of the term markedly differs from the Danish philosopher’s. For the latter,
dread was “the dizziness of freedom which occurs when the spirit would posit
the synthesis, and freedom then grazes down into its own possibility, grasping
at finiteness to sustain itself. In this dizziness freedom succumbs" (The Concept
qf Dread, tn by Walter Lowrie [Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1946J7
p. 53). Perhaps the term is more clearly expressed in his Journals:

• . .I^dread is a desire for what one fcarsja sympathetic antipathy; dread
is an alien power which takes hold of the individual, and yet one cannot
extricate oneself from it, does not wish to, because one is afraid, but what

* one fears attracts one. Dread renders the individual powerless and the first
sin always happens in a moment of weakness." [The Journals of Kierke­
gaard, tr. and cd. by Alexander Dru (London: Oxford University Press,
1951), p. 402.]

----- Mailer's emphasis is not on the~cilZZln<Sss qUrcMom (which” might occur’"
to someone wjio lias no omT^cioysrteskof thex(ipe\naturajy\nnpi<5reaH,as the
reponse tqjlre aw^etja^s of thepresenie-ofGod arM/ofthc Devil, which hnghT'
or might not leave one powerless.
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"No,” I said, "you may as well lock me up.”
His phone buzzed once.
"Why not sign a confession?” he asked.
"No.”
Roberts picked up the phone. "No . . . no. He won’t give it. He

needs seventy-two hours. . . . What? Son of a bitch, no.” He swore
for the next twenty seconds, his eyes so full of blood I thought he
was going to beat on the side of my head with the receiver. Then he
put his hand to his jaw and held his chin in a grip which must have
been equal to pressing a button in the machinery of himself for it
served to return his control. ‘Wait here," he said. “I’ll be back in
a couple of minutes.” He was not a big man, but he padded out
like an overstuffed cat at the end of a chain.

Roberts had left his file on the desk. I took a quick look. He did
not have a report of the autopsy, he had notes on the autopsy, and
while I did not understand much of the terminology, I could see he
had not been telling me the truth: the medical report was qualified—
so far as I could understand his notes, the suicide was in doubt, but
so was any certainty that Deborah had been dead before the fall.
Only the traces on the carpet stood out—someone had used red ink
to underline.

And there were tear sheets from an article by me which he had
taken from a professional journkL the text of a Prize Lecture I had
given at the university my first yeax there, the first year I had been
married to Deborah. Now like an old rnaid’s faded flower in a Bible
were the faded words of this lecture, treading them in this room
with the radiator hissing irritably at my BbHc, looking at the walls,
that dirty weathered color of a bleached cigar/Lhad a quick grasp of
the secret to sanity—it had become the ability ttrhold the maximum
of impossible combinations in one’s mind, RoBfesy^red pins on the
precinct map and a paragraph from the middle or the Clark Reed
Powell Prize Lecture: On the Primitive View of Mystery.
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In contrast to the civilized view which elevates man above the animals,
the primitive had an instinctive belief that he was subservient to the primal
pact between the beasts of the jungle and the beast of mystery.

To the savage,/dread^vas the natural result of any invasion of the
supernatural: if man wished to steal the secrets of the gods, it was only to
be supposed that the gods would defend themselves and destroy whichever
man came too close. By this logic, civilization is the successful if imperfect
theft of some cluster of these secrets, and the price we have paid is to
accelerate our private sense of some enormous if not quite definable dis-
aster which awaits us.

It was a lecture which proved agreeable and had been reprinted
in a monthly magazine—revised, enlarged, and in two parts—there
had been I suppose something pleasantly meretricious in the so­
nority of the style. Now, reading it back to myself, it revolved into
my ear with the force of a real idea and I had a sudden anxiety for
Roberts to be back as if some determination to resist him might be
lost if I remained alone too long in the stale air of this room. So,
forcing myself to concentrate on the file, I saw it was almost by
chance this lecture had been deposited here, for the portfolio held
a scattering of a few of the things I had written, plus gossip columns
in which my name appeared, even a criticism or two of the tele­
vision show, a loose collection which Roberts must have looked
over with half an eye. Then I could hear his step in the hall, and
got back to my seat.

He came in whistling. It was the cool controlled whistling of a
man who has a boil on his neck. "Well, Rojack,” he said, showing
his upper teeth in a smile, "you’re free of suspicion. Let’s go out
and have a beer.” His eyes were a void. "I knew,” he said, "I knew
there was something wrong with this one from the beginning.”

“What are you telling me?”
“The official medical report came in. Suicide. Yes.” He nodded.

‘You have a big brother somewhere.”
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was now at a university in New York, a professor of existen-
gone up, and I had certainly gone down, and I had gone up and
down. I was now at a university in New York, a professor of existen­
tial psychology with the not inconsiderable thesis that magic,
dread, and the perception_o£_death were the roots of motivation;
I was a personality on television and an author of sorts: I had
had one popular book published, The Psychology of the Hang­
man, a psychological study of the styles of execution in different
states and nations—death by guillotine, firing squad, by rope, by
electric chair, by gas pellets—an interesting book. I had also—
as I indicated—become the husband of an heiress, and I had
been most unsuccessful at that In fact I had come to the end
of a very long street. Call it an avenue. For I had come to decide
I was finally a failure.

I had had a bad year this last year, and for a while it got very
bad; I may as well admit that for the first time in my life I had
come to understand there was suicide in me. (Murder I had known
was there for a long time.) It was the worst of discoveries, this
suicide. Murder, after all, has exhilaration within it. I do not
mean it is a state to entertain; the tension which develops in
your body makes you sicken over a period, and I had my fill of
walking about with a chest full of hatred and a brain jammed
to burst, but there is something manly about containing your
rage, it is so difficult, it is like carrying a two-hundred-pound safe
up a cast-iron hill. The exhilaration comes I suppose from possess­
ing such strength. Besides, murder offers the promise of vast relief.
It is never unsexual.

But there is little which is sexual about suicide. It is a lonely
landscape with the pale light of a dream and something is calling
to you, a voice on the wind. Certain nights I would go leaden,with
dread because I could hear the chamber music tuning up, tuning
up and near to pitch. (Yes, murder sounds like a symphony in your
head, and suicide is a pure quartet.) I was approaching my forty­
fourth year, but for the first time I knew why some of my friends, 
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and so many of the women I had thought I understood, could not
bear to be alone at night.

I had spent the last year parting company with my yife. We
had been married most intimately and often most unhappily for
eight years, and for the last five I had been trying to e/acuate my
expeditionary army, that force of hopes, all-out need/plain virile
desire and commitment which I had spent on her. It was a losing
war, and I wanted to withdraw, count my dead, artel look for love
in another land, but she was a great bitch, Deborah, a lioness of
the species: unconditional surrender was her Only raw meat. A
Great Bitch has losses to calculate after all if the gent gets away.
For ideally a Great Bitch delivers extermination to any bucko brave
enough to take carnal knowledge of her. She somehow fails in her
role (as psychoanalysts, those frustrated stage directors, might say)
if the lover escapes without being maimed to the nines or nailed
to the mast. And Deborah had gotten her hooks into me, eight
years ago she had clinched the hooks and they had given birth
to odier hooks. Living with her I was murderous; attempting to
separate, suicide came into me. Some psychic bombardment of
the will to live had begun, a new particle of love's mysterious atom
had been discovered—the itch to jump. I had been on a balcony
ten stories high talking to my host, the cocktail party was done,
and we stood looking down on Sutton Place, not talking about
Deborah—what else was there not to talk about this last long year?—
and I was wondering, as indeed often I did, whether this old buddy,
comfortably drunk with me, a pleasant-looking stud of forty-six,
with a waist kept trim by squash at the New York A.C. and a
rogues look in the eye kept alive by comers he cut making his
little brokerage prosper (not to speak of the women he met for
lunch—he had a flair, this buddy), well, wondering whether his
concern was so true for me as the timbre of his voice, now sincere,
now so place-your-bets sincere, or if he’d been banging my blessed
Deborah five times a year, five times each of the last eight years,


