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INTRODUCTION

By J. Michael Lennon

I think Gertrude Stein was wrong when she said to Hemingway, "Remarks 

are not literature." It depends. Hemingway's remarks in his 1958 interview 

in The Paris Review certainly qualify, According to Norman Mailer, it is 

the best thing Hemingway published after World War-II. Several of the inter-

views with;Mailer collected here are of the same stature. Collectively,

these nineteen interviews constitute a marvelous abridgement of his views 

on every subject close to his concern for the past quarter of a century.

If these selected conversations with friends, journalists, academics and
I r(ci*L4~-f OJC.' ; ,

students are not literature, not certifiably a formal part of Mailer's la-rge,

—JMLLtigeneri-c—canon-, they are at the very least an indi spens i ble adjunct to

it.

Mailer is, among many other things, the great foreboder of. contemporary

American Culture, and this collection shows how he has gone about this

businesses well as any of his five collections of assorted prose except

Advertisements For Myself (1959), which, because of its brilliant intimations

and outright predication of the upheavals of the sixties, stands alone.J

/Mailer's questioners also invite him to revisit portions of the ground covered

in his earlier books, and he does, although he calls the order of the march. .

In the earlier interviews, especially, he barnstorms through familiar terri­

tory: the sexual revolution, drugs, technology, violence, the media, God and

the Devil, the death of the romantic spirit, American politics, existential­
ism and the various forms of totalitarianism^j"al most as if to teach us,"

as Robert F. Lucid once noted of Mailer's nonfiction in general. "There is

indeed something distinctly pedagogical," Lucid said, "about the way he |
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invades so

tudes when of

att i ~
12 1- Lucid. omc+ «.
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many areas for us,' displaying a hundred different moods and

■___ f M
he is in them, above all trying always to evoke the essence

the moment through his endless conjuring of metaphor.11

In the later interviews Mailer's range is even greater, and he is just

as concerned to refine his metaphors, morebut he is jless pedagogical andj

conjectural. His ideas have changed over the years, of course, significantly

in some cases, but then so has the country. Mailer is nothing if not baro-

the modulation of his tone, the modifications of his pace andmetri

the changes in his emphases have never been purely reflexive. Mailer chooses

his targets, and his arrows, with care. If he has no idiosyncratic insight

or perspective, he passes, which partly explains why his most controversial

wor

realist in the tradition of Zola and Dos Passos.

remarks are often his most serious. His goal always

he won't provoke if he cannot inform. , In

i s

this

to tell

sense,

us how the world

he is still a

In the late Eisenhower period Mailer billed himself as a "psychic outlaw."

Thirteen years later during the Nixon-McGovern campaign, a "modest and half­

invisible Aquarius" vibrated in the winds of the Zei tgeist. These are the

extremes that are represented in these interviews. Compare for example the

- wham-bam exchanges with Krassner in 1962 with the reflective conversation he

hadjwith McElroy and a group of writing students at Columbia University in

1981. In the earlier interview "the subjects grind by like boxcars on a

two-mile freight," as Mailer later put it. In the Columbia interview, he pro­

ceeds with Jamesian deliberation, lingers actually, in his discussion of the

lore and craft of novel-writing, admitting uncertainties, offering suggestions

and making subtle forays into an area at the edge of the word' system: the

mysterious powers of ego and identity that have sustained him in his life 
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as a writer. Mailer is considerably more intrigued with questions of craft and 

style in the recent interviews than he was, for example, in the 1963 interview

with Marcus, perhaps for no better reason than he has now lived the writer's

life for twice as long, over forty years. 2-H-1's short story, "The Greatest

Thing in the World," won first prize in Story magazine's 1941 college contest.

Each interview illumines some moment of his career and most cover a multi-

tude of topics (the 1967 interview with Carroll and the series he conducted

with me in 1980 come closest to being synopticons of his views). Even those

with similar topi ca_Lcoxes_. £wi th Farbar in 1973, Medwick in 1980 and Mich/iel son/

Stone in 1981 on sex, love and marriage; and with Stern in 1958, Stratton in

1974 and Adams in 1975 on God and the Devil) are markedly different. Some

of the interviews, however', contain Mailer's most important -cr only substantial-

—utterance on a major topic and so have a claim to uniqueness. His long dis­

cussion of pornography in the M i chael son/S tone interview is one* of—these;^_,

the portions of the 1970 Young interview in which he explores the primitive

sensibility is another. A third is his conversation with Stratton on Charles

Manson and rock music. Several of the interviews contain unrehearsed and 

incisive comment on writers, or "fellow racketeers," as he calls them, that

he has discussed little or not at all before: Borges, Marquez, Hannah Arendt,

Doctorow, Tom Wolfe and Ann Beattie. There are also some surprising remarks

on writers he has had on his mind for decades: Marx, Freud, Hemingway, Faulkner,

Fitzgerald and Sartre. And speckled throughout are asides and references to many

more: Kafka, Forster, Burroughs, Penn Warren, Steinbeck, Graham Greene, Heller,

Nin, Tolstoy and Dostoyevsky, Styron, Porter, Capote, Durrell, Fowles and Ray-
C ' C.

mond Chandler. The I98I interview with Attanasio is notable for its discussion

of writers. So there is likely to be the same measure of agreement on an 
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order of merit among the interviews as there is on Mailer's books, which is to

say, little. Claims for the preeminence of several of his books have been ad­

vanced, from The Naked and the Dead (1948) to The Executioner1s Song (1979)•

In the earliest interview presented here, his 1958 dialogue with Stern on

his unique theology, Mailer begins by saying, "I started as one kind of writer
II

and I've been evolving into another ki ndrj afLwrJ.tepr1* Over the 24-year period

(1958-81) from which these interviews are drawn, Mailer has become another kind

of writer at least three times. The first metamorphosis came a year after the

Stern interview with the publication of Advert?sements,. where, he dropped all

pretense of separating his personal and creative lives and candidly dissected

his achievements, failures and ambition to "hit the longest ball ever to go

up into the accelerated hurricane air of our American letters." The second

was revealed nine years later in Armiesa his-corrosive diatribe against the Vietnam

=War in which he describes his former self in the third person, thus casting his

outspoken public persona into sharp relief. Mailer used this unusual point of

view in the four nonfiction narratives he published after Armies, all of which

are personal testaments of the public life of the nation during the period from

1967-72. If the sixties could be considered Mailer's autobiographical decade,

the seventies may fairly be called his biographical period. After the 1972

elections he all but lost interest in himself as a protagonist and devoted the

rest of the decade to a series of works on famous-infamous Americans: Marilyn

Monroe (Marilyn: A Novel Biography, 1973); Muhammad Ali (The Fight, 1975);

Henry Miller (Genius and Lust, 1977); Gary Gilmore (The Executioner's Song, 1979);

and Marilyn again in Of Women and Their Elegance, published in I98O. These four

figures, and their narcissistic obsessions, are discussed in several of the

interviews from 197^ on.
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Mailer is now poised for another change, by his own estimate perhaps the

largest. From reports ,-admittedTy-fragmentar.y, of his public readings from the

huge novel set in ancient Egypt that he has been working on since 1971, it seems

likely that its publication in a year or two will reveal still another kind

of writer.., Mai1 er makes a number of tantalizing comments on this long-awaited

work in several of the later interviews, and also explains why he is usually

unwilling to discuss his fictional, as opposed to his nonfictional, work-in­

progress.
art -II,,,

The larger metamorphoses I mention do not come near to accounting for all

the Mailerian selves, which stand forward for a time in the interviews, which

reach back-a lmos t to the 1 957- publ i ca t ion of his s t bbl—amazi ng^..--S4:.14-l--con-t-FO=--,.,

vens La-1-essay, "The White Negro.,'-1 This essay', a prospectus for a new hero, the

urban adventurer seeking new energy in "the Wild West of American night life,"

foreshadows several of the overlapping avatars which raak& appearances in the

interviews: hipster, theologian, left theorist, sexual philosopher, archi­

tectural critic, war protestor, filmmaker, mayoral candidate, new journalist,

literary critic, actor... like the best of actors—Brando—we can never predict

what Mailer will do next, but after he has surprised us, it seems right.
, Zwj c.c', <•

The interviews fill in dozens of gaps in our knowledge of the man ■■tuetd-hSS—

called "the Lon Chaney of American Letters."

On some subjects--pornography, drugs, marriage, his books, his career,

his theology and the psychological stances involved in writing a novel—the

interviews must- be accorded the status of the major sources. But they are

to be recommended for more than such exportable information.as they provide

As a literary form, the interview has much to offer someone of Mailer's
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temperament. As sensitive to mood as Hemingway, he has been more willing

than his old mentor to exercise that portion of himself most serviceable for

the occasion. The chemistry between Mailer and his different interlocutors

stimulates him to a variety of conversational gambits: elucidative, admoni­

tory, quasi-confessiona1, speculative and, of course, forensic. Since Heming­

way's death Mailer has been the literary world's finest counterpuncher, al­

though he displays none of Hemingway's archness (or Faulkner's sullenness).

He does unload a few good, solid antipathies though; corporate America, plastics

the FBI,, modern archi tec ture,-T-Lme_and Rona-l-d Reagan- are a few of his targets.

His method is more dialectical than peremptory, however. Indeed, the inter­

views bear some resemblance to a 25-year chess match, new players (most of

whom are aware of the games of their predecessors) succeeding old, and

Mailer adapting his tactics for each. A great part of the pleasure the

interviews provide lies,in the opportunity to savor the various gambits Mailer

employs, and to further discriminate between tactical shifts and the edges

-of the larger changes in his ideas that crop up in his answers. Even when

an interviewer appears to have summed up some aspect of Mailer's thought

or art, he resists in favor of a more subtle formulation. Occasionally he

asks the questions; at other times he plays devil's advocate and notes the

weakness of his own position, stating it earlier or more firmly than his

interviewer, a tactic he mastered in Armies. He enjoys a fast, tough exchange

(the one with Anita Eicholz on the question of the Women's Liberation move­

ment, for example, which is the perfect pendant to The Prisoner of Sex); it

seems to notch his own thinking higher. His ego, which he once compared to

an egg, is like a golf ball—the harder it is hit, the more lively it becomes.
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Mailer is a generally genial interviewee, however, which surplfhes

some. He finds artful ways to answer uninformed questions and can usually
-1—<?’A; <■ i

find a decent peg on which to hang an answer to imprecise ones. He seems

to deploy just enough acumen to raise the discussion one rung higher and

he never tries to embarrass. So he will answer dull questions with a modicum

of wit, turn intellectual batteries on academics who know his work well and

use his knowledge of old-friend interviewers where it will be helpful. In

sum, he is a great ta 1 ker, who works to ma i nta i n the life of the-discuss ion

at--its highest possible level. Advancing the argument is more important 

than- maki ng points.

Paradoxically, the ultimate excellence of these interviews may reside

in the fact that Mailer is suspicious of the form. Because he believes that

there is an umbilical relation between good thinking, good writing and mild

depression, his first instinct is to be skeptical of any idea that comes

too easily^ The more Napoleonic he feels, the less likely he is to say any­

thing memorable. The insight has been well-endowed by experience. Imagine
■ JtC

then his mistrust of ideas that arise in casual conversation. ■ I can testify
-fT? ‘Ml -: ‘' ''' ' • \
■that he will turn off the machine before he will chat.

Ad bri/tLz
"Give me a moment," he would say, not to think, but to not think, to

empty his mind of all the butt-ends of chit-chat that had accumulated. Some­

times he would leave the room for ten minutes. Returning, he would give

the sign to hit the button and then he’d be off, drawing inspiration from

some other talk, talking unsolemnly, urgently about politics, plastics and

books, manifesting again his belief that words can change lives—in novels,

nonfiction, even in interviews.
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———Novelists, Mailer says, must be good at "the art of becoming." Agreed;
V'a t^- > '<?
'and-eur—ch-ief interest wi 11 be in the resulting novels. But if we wjsh to

> a O<‘ ■ Mk *’?<;/ Let t([ , •
glimpse the process as well as read the product, these conversations may be 

the best place to look.


