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NM: Ife truer~A-hasaiid. I won't e*cn read a good novel while I'm working. Lassiinie.,,

foSexample, that The Corrections'is a very good'book but I'll have to wait to read it till------

t—Fm-dono-with what I'm working, on now Recaw^embre you are, writing a book, there

^bu are with all the parts ofyettr-ear ouTon the garage flooi^ You're trying to reassemble >

r-the. engine^-afid some bastard goes by in a Ferrari. And^i^s a competitor. Youpreaettom

•tsNU-doNt want to look'" Tn tbe^istance Lean bear a little sound and-that's tire-roar of his

piece of criticism on where this author is terrific and where he or she is not. Let's say

people are blowing it up too high and your feeling is, "It's^good book but not that good—

—lets get into what!s-goedj>vhat!s-rrufe''/fiNeaH/5ennmensely distracting to read

something good^Stendahl, for instance, used to peruse the Code Napoleon on the loo

every day before he'd start to writeNWell, he dirtek-want his-style. affected by flights-ef-

faHsy-ift-oiie'diieutioii oi another. Vci y\eter. I don't know if that was for The Red and

thcTLlackxtf-the-Gliarterhouse oTRarma. Bat, while doing one of thoso books, he did

•absolutely lead the Code Napoleon every-day^ I read the New York Times.

:: I read soinewheie that you and Ibistoy had a close relationship when you wrote

le Naked and the Dear.

: That was different. That wasTtifferent.

Man: Sorry about that.
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read Thomas Wolfe and Tolstoy. I didn't read them every day but they were on my

He truly understand wliat-people-can do at-their worst and yet he can_Still—be—

tiunipassioiiaie about them to quite a degree so you feel for them. Yet he certainly doesn't

•forgive them fui too little. That tone was wonderful for The Naked and the Dead. It gi

4-t -Quza-

So-there, in.a sense> T'm violating what Must said. Possibly it's when yon get older

tfrat-y&H-havc to avoid other influences. But as Algieirsard first, you have tu-absorb a few—,

other influences. After all, I didn't-really-haveir style The Naked and the Dead. I

had a good, workmanlike prose and wonderful material. You don't always need a style.

Just for certain kinds of books. Henry James without style is hopeless. But if The Naked

and the Dead had had more style, it might have been less of a novel in a funny way, It

was-so simple. It was thcro to read?~

i—But there it-was. If I wanted to describe a tropical sunset or what the jungle smelled like,

there was Wolfe. •AHffSSr the characters, Tolstoy,

NM: No, thatAvas perfect. If I say somcthing-is-a rule, you can always break it. bused to

work to'penetiate inUrliuuiaii emotions. Tolstoy is compassionate but severe. That's a

wonderful combination. Not many people have it, which is why he^such a great writer.

writing desk and they were Underfill for what I was doing. Tolstoy wafi there because <

he's piubably the besfsiugle guy-J-can-think of for a writer who wants to do-neve-fe-that ’

a sense of'my characters? And then there was Thomas Wolfe to steam up the book,
J— (i '-Pt tjjX

when I needed-a hot^escription? Wolfe probably did as much harm as good to the-beekr^ 

-Man: You've been quite critical about it.
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;: It's a book written by an amateur, and so it has all the virtues of such a book. It s

daring; it hardly knows what it's getting into. If I were to write it today, it would take me

three to five times as long because I'd suffer at the number of novelistic taboos I was

violating. You can transgress any taboo but you have to know what you're doing.

frest-if you have, some sense of the spirits out' lheie that die going to puntsh y^u for 

^-violating the taboo. Like blurring the-polnt-efovrewT^

going on in there.

NM: The anger?

Man: Yes, and how much of that—  

iNMi-rAftgeF^ithout irony is as bad as writing when you're homy. It's a species of

pornography; you're just venting your rage. because it-cjocs not have

Man: Could Ljust ask again about your relationship with your subconscious? I eair

-character involved with the_pe.op|e who are copulating and-so is C3seiilially~eni'pty. It's

. . . .
manipulative, exploitive. Angei^written without irony is of that ilk. But irony mixed 

conversation with yourshfiLBecause this thing of anger—what I read, and maybe this is

fanciful, what I read, and this is reflected in the energy of the prose-it's a real humdinger

pictureitTnerglike Epstein's Jacob and the Angel in the scupture, than having a civilized
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with anger--that's a heady combination. Ihn-happy-when-L-get-tbat. One of the best

examples of controlled, sustained rage, full of irony, is Catch-22.

Man: When you get to the desk in the morning and you're engaging with your dreams, in

your rnonastic cell, how do then process that material and deal with it ironically? I'm

asking you the alchemical question, how do you get to the art?

NM: I think yoirte making the process more interesting than it really is. I'm not thinking

all that much when 1'ito working. I've been doing it for so many years, that really, I'm like

an old plumber who's carrying his lunch pail to the job. I'll go in, sense from years of

habit that it's going to take me'about 45 minutes to begin writing, so I usually try to keep

yesterday's writing in hand. I'll edrtut before I start. That warms me up.

But you are asking, how does this unconscious deal with it in sleep? Well, I don't

pretend to understand this process. I knowxyhen I'm in touch with myself and when not.

I take a peek at the handwriting and if it's not too rnanic nor too constipated and there are

not too many corrections—something good was probablv going on. But you generally try

to keep your reactions at a fairly low level in relation to what\going on. Much better to

be excited about what you've written on this day six months later. \

As the years go by, my first drafts get less finished, but my editin^gets sharper.

So I can end up with a piece of prose that's as good as something written twentyyears ago

but the way I get to it now is different. n.

Mettt-©e-ymrthinlrtliei e'sTi eastm-fepffet?— / ?
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e

fn bp had a new marriage A new marriage for him was a nrav sense-of reality.

Mam Can your subject matter shj 

Journalism certainly gets into the style of a good many books that are topical. But

then, you wouldn't necessarily have wanted Henry James to describe the life of Gary

Gilmore. There is such a thing as too much style. For what Henry James did, his style

little warmer or a little colder than you originally thought you might be with <J”given

small possibilitie^present at every moment. In social life, people -eas often choose
"/cP c fA ^9 £ g

among three or four equally agreeable alternatives, even make-a choice down to being a

Style is a reflection of identity ycnrsee. Wherryott-have a sense of your identity,—s

you can end up with a style. But should your identity change, your style can go through a

serious shift. -So^Hness, tragedy, huge frustration, age itself can alter your identity.

^as ideaL What he learned before anyone else knew it, was that polite social life, despite

its ridiculous and/or exaggerated aspects, also has its almost ineluctable spectrum of 

would hold the book together. TIt had become a matter of finding a voice J

changed his style every time he took a new approach to reality, usuallyodel. Pic

that. But over the years I discovered that onefinal style of The Deer Park grew out

ant to write about all sorts of things. So, Picasso became mstyle is not enough if yo

learned an awful lot about writing.

Accompanying that is often a change in style.
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person. James had an extraordinary sense of that, and/dreated a fictional world that

rotated about these little momentary decisions.

NM: I was in a small Paris hotel room on a given night when I couldn't sleep The room

was tiny, the double bed took up almost all the floor, and you could break your toe

walking around this raised mattress, the room was that tiny. At a given moment I woke

up and thought, "Oh, hell, I don't want to go rummaging in my suitcase for a book," and

there was the New Tcstamenfby mybedside table. So I opened it and started reading. I

hadn't looked at iffor 30 or 40 years and I thought, well, Fulton Oursler once writeabook

called it The Greatest Story Ever TolcU$old a million copies, I think. I-thought, weH-this-

(Z-nTay be the greatest story ever told, but it's told abominably. You had sayings that were

worthy of Shakespeare, but much of the stuff was baldly, badly and insufficiently

described. A limp, often ungainly text with a number of absolute nuggets of language. I

thought, well, there've got to be a hundred novelists in the world who can do a better job,

and I'm one of them.

I g^fintrigued with the idea. When I thought of all the hypocrites and bastards,

all the corruptibles and power-seekers who've been living with the Gospel for centuries

andmsing it few their own purposes, I thought/Why not just tell the story? -hfe-a-

fascinating story. The notion is mind-boggling. We are dealing with a man who begins

to realize through the evidence itself that he is the son of God. The difficulty of the book
would be, and I saw this in advance^f^vould have to write about a man who was nicer

than myself. That's tough. To write about someone who's meaner/fhat's easy. But to

write with (Someone better? WoU^parentliftlieflUy, quiejriy, Jean Malaquais once said you
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can write about any character but one. I asked who ^is-the ohb, and he said, You can t

write about a novelist who's better than yourself."

I thought, this is the test-not that Jesus was a novelist, far from it. But he's got a

nobler nature than I have. Still, I thought, OK, I'll take a whack at it.

And I decided he had to be a man, an existential man, dominated by the huge

cloud that hangs over him, which is that he's the son of God. He doesn't feel worthy of it

but he's doing his best every step of the way. Not in command of every situation, but

doing his best all the way, and having some startling successes.

-And t(ie style became the problem. In the beginning it was too Biblical.

Moreover, I had to decide whether to travel in first person or thirdjaerserh First person

would have everyone saying: "There's Mailer, the egomaniac. Now he thinks he's Jesus

Christ—what a pompous ass! What a totally unpleasant human being!" I thought that's

the bad side of it, but at least I can avoid the listake of doing it in the third person.

Because that will get mixed up with the Gospels, and what-part-has beerraddcd? It's—,

■ft going to make for an impossible read. All right, then. First person. Damn the torpedoes,

«a»d first person.

It got interesting. If it was too Biblical in the beginning, I did have a very tough

editor who's totally irreligious, Jason Epstein,. He was appalled that I was writing this

15 he wrong or rigl 

book, hated the thought. We're friends, but he's one tough editor. And he's always either fzx *
. . La.

or wrona^Wtfich is rare for editorsj^wnhJumm you have to make a quick decision. TIL

asy. The book was short enough for me to go through sevenAfter that, it wa

variations of the style. Because I had to find the style.
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MshAYou had-never written~anyflnhg like that before.

■-^•NMTTt-was a matter of finding the tuntfbetween a Biblical rhythm and a contemporary

-styl^. Something that would not inflict a Biblical grip on you, yet keep the echo.

Man: What would you say for younger writers like myself are the major things you've

leame/kto write good fiction? /

NM: I've been trying to answer that all afternoon. Obviously, thpfe's something I didn't

say that you're looking for,so couldyou point the question niore?

Man: When you rewrote The Deer Pafrk about f^n times, what did you learn?

NM: OK, now we've got a purcha^Z To begin with, writing in first person or writing in

third person, is a great di vide/When you decide you're gbmg to do a book-sometimes it

just happens that way^^ou start writing and you're in the first person, or in the third
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porson-.- And it' works. Sometimes, it's a tine diiviiiimt: D-reaus^if you write in the first

person you gain much in terms of immediacy^ix^ose«asmweh/oecause you can t move

into other peoples' head^without twisting the form into a pretzel.

The Deer Park underlined the difficulty. At one point, the man who was telling

the story states^gfalgiven-pointj that he's goin^te^ga/from first person to third. Beeause
G- La, i /

he’s now old enough ^o understand people he didn't understand before. New, he can write

about them in third person! because hems much more of an idea of how they thinly

In first person, the style has to be altogether tuned to the man who's telling the
fry*.

story and-the-man. (Only once did I try having a woman tell the story. )=^ilii yuur

1 narrator is a man, the key choice is not how bright the guy is, because you-knoja, however

bright, he can't be smarter than you are. So,that's easy. You^sAlumb him down to taste

or bring him up to your level. That's no-problem. The/question is how tough is he? Can

you write about a man who's toughe^than yourself? The answer is yes. You can do that

by using your imagination of how you might act if you were that much ■taagh^rT”But I

don't know if I can answer the question for an author who's a woman.^/i obviously don’t

have as keen a sense of the problem^they are ia. Can she, for example, write about a

woman who's more sensitive than herself? Just guessing, fest probably not. She can write

about a woman who uses her sensitivity and sensibility more than the author, because the

latter can use all the frustrated times in her life when the sensitivity and
o) <sf~ /if ct cJcs t /& _ y

sensibility she possessed^Can a~woman write aboufanotherwoman more passionate than

herself? Probably. Ot a woman who's colder than herself? Without any trouble at all.

sorts of questions you get into when writing in the first person.

In the third person, there's a different set of difficulties.
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In third person you are God—well, of course, what you are is one of the minor

mimoBg of God. Nonetheless, there you are seeing into everyone's mind. Of course,

there are two kinds of third person—point of view third person where you stay in one

person's mind, but are still writing it from above.

Then there's the other kind of third person. You are God and enter everyone's

head. That's very hard to do. Hard to get over the embarrassment of being able to enter

certain people's head^with considerably more skill than others. That kind of Olympian

person, that Tolstoyan third person, needs experience, confidence, ironyneeds

-distgngc-^but if you can do it, well, hurrah. Most of the great novels are written in that-

tone.

Just about all the great novels of the 19th century.

WoffiarrrAThat 1 hear from rhyfiieiids who haverrt actually written a book yet—they feel >

they-haverrtread enough to sit down and'wnti

=tyfhat is so dangerous! My great friend Malaquais had a terrible time writing

because he read more than anyone I ever knew. Like many another self-educated man,-fe-

Teadmmnivorouslyrawd he had complete opinions on everything, a powerful mind. But

he couldn't write quickly because he could see everything that was wrong in what he did.

He'd realize so-and-so had done it better. And this extended into the narrowest comers of

writing-some small novelist who was known for one small ability btrt-rgal-fy had it -he'd 

despised himself that he couldn't write a book as large as hisread him or her too.

vision of society. So he was terribly constipated as a writer.
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Mam- Most people-who read a lot become critics.

-NM: Yealu-Very often good critic!

-NM; For-thatmatter, I enjoy doing criticism. It's se-relaxed compared-to novol writing >

wfth-its-huge responsibility—yrnir'e like a^od-aud so you have ticasurc likc-a god and—*

have to be very careful how you dispose of your characters. You have, let us say, a really

interesting protagonist, some young, ambitious guy, say he's a fine athlete and he's got a

chance to become a professional football player, but he's a warrior so he thinks maybe he

should join Special Forces and see if he can get to Afghanistan. All right, either

possibility is open to him—he's-mterestHig, he can do either one. So what do you decide?

If you send him off to Afghanistan, you've got to leam a lot before you can go near the

subject—that sounds too difficult. But what do you know about professional football?

•because of the immediacy. -Qnfthc other shallower^

More-immediate, Ipuirrliv^ly, but finally- -There are many.

Probably not enough-but maybe you can fake that A

These are the sorts of strategic problems the unconscious has to deal with. J £

a novel- in the thirdyiersfm^ommpaient demands-morc than

On -fake.things^Tlimited-point of view



Class, London 2/5/02,, 1st revision 2/22 25

difference?

NM: Wait— is there a great differ

Man: No.

hrrisbn brings to female characters other things?

women I'knpw.

the way, so I may be speaking on too narrow a base.

certain of^df portraits^ofhlack mep. -Btat what she does with black women is an

education and I respect her very much for that/ I've only read one or two of her novels, by 

Man: I know more of black women from Toni Morrison than I do from-anV of the black 

'NM': I She certainly has a deep sense of black womer/, no question. Bupdees-she-bring.

rmoreTe^than^thei^TntersT^iiunMOTij^' how good .she i^on black men. I^t less 

list recognize that ToniI was asking: do you as a competitive n

cters, or aspects of female culture? Do you ever recognize that ther^afemale ch

terms of women novalisis, havc~youTound female novelists who have opened

NM: That’s what novelists are th/re for, to tell youth^thingsyour friends won’t-tell you,
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^do you get14an: But within the context of you being conscious of your competi

: Yes.

certain intimacy. FH-read iLand I know his characters, I grew up with people like that.

And I'll say, "Well, I've got to hand it to Roth. He sees something in this guy^fer- 

irtstaneerthis-gtry who makes shoes, that I never would have bothered with." Roth had 

more of a human sense of this man than I had and I has^e=4e-tip my hat to him—grudgingly,

c ' j----------------7“
NM: It^fetotally different, /he experience is altogether different. With Roth there's a

fy different and her experiencemore from reading Toni Morrison because she is so radi

: s so radically different than you would frpnTanother white, Jewish author?

NM: Roth...

I have to tip my hat to him. Because he really did it right whereas I just ignored that 

possibility." But then it gets into a very.complicated-argument because the Jewish side of

my brain^, "Yes, I ignored that possibility, but surely there are other possibilities that ove 

-were more interesting. And^why, -final fythe real argument shoul/be^ncJ who knows 

more about this man, he obviously does, but is it finally worth spending time with-fei

juan^

With Toni Morrison, it's more on the order of: I rsaJly know so little of black ®

womet^gartiriilarly hhrk womr iTwho don't have a voice, who are not educated, and

o'■often grow u]after all, I should know more. 'ith blade

fhe-mceat people you know, they’re working in the housey-have tough lives, their children-
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ever seen. Writers don't usually go around giving blurbs to their equals—for

'you, they're t ants of American literature, really.

/Updike—they've gone beyond looking at America— With

th ey're usually not approached.

Ian: Looking at Roth, Be

int7 I think the younger writers are sick

"the way we were sick of Hemingway and Faulkner. We never talked about anyone

ras Don De Lillo who gave the smallest praise. It wasthere—wfto was there?

JEfoffteerrvrhrch-was-fescmatiftg7there-was something like 20 writers gave their salute to

the book and they all were of his generation. Updike wasn't there, Bellow wasn't/1 wasn't

but them when I was a young writer and •©ar feeling grew into^'Let's gevrid of these—=

‘"Yeah, they're great—now get off the stage! We want to write!" What I noticed with

NM:

just fascinating. AHtFfhe others were people like David Foster Wallace, Michael

Cunningham, some you would never have heard of, but they-were all contemporary and4=^

Jlhad the feeling t-hrsfoookds the book of a generation that really wants to wipe the slate

clean and start over again. Have a new literary movement. .

Man- How much do you read?

■a sad confession. iLEerrari roaring by outside T

canU-rond when PHrwriting-rmd-ifi reemt years for personal reasons. I'm writing all the

haven't done enough,, haven't done enoughr-So I've got to work. The
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^become a typical example-of the-marrwfro ■tjan't retire because he-has-jioresources. It's

few times -that-1 take off a month or two, I-doH^/knowwhat to do with myself. fve5

true. I-have athletic resources/left; I can't ski any longer nor box, I can't even walk

half a mile without paying for it. I'm not feeling sorry for myself, it's kind of easy that I

can't box any more. And as an intellectual existence, what am I going to do? Play better

solitaire? Try to become a chess player again when half of my head for being a chess

player is not there? No, writing is the one thing I can do and I keep doing it. I enjoy it

your«atn worl

more than I ever did which means the product is probably less good. It's riskiepo enjoy
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GENRE

[World]

it’s your money. If you don’t ■getdene

ne back in-a-stupor after lunch, '

geing-to lose not half an hour or an hour, butTwo hoursTSo you’re gambling. And that’s—
(■(- $ SCSI 'S A,

e.xitiwc-cXnd not only are yoit-gnmhlingTynTrh-r^ntting-tmmnrHnte remits Because yon------ -

87.17 Time is your money in a film—literally

the dailies
(L<< .________ _ 5_______ - -

in-the existentjaLsense ^Whereas in literature, you withdraw from the world in order to
nAoJcZt-®. cA22e*g^‘x^'

perceive the world. So^they-reall^useopposite sides of yourjelf. I think you get closer

( team-in the ncxt-houroi twu whelhei youi gamble won or lust. AndThen^th^nex-t-dayin

yaz»£>-" Y J . ,
if it really came out. flaking movies, you’re absolutely in the world, ‘

to your soul in a book, but you-get-eteser to-the-fimetioBing^Jf your psyche with a movie.

Let me see if I can amplify thafradittferJ^»nlWherr70Ti-are writing a book there are ezce^,!lt< /

moments when you feel as if you’re beaming a torch down into the abyss^and you sc the

v lineaments of your soul down-t^ere. You don’t travel down there in your soul, but you’te-

perceive it. Because in the course of writing a book you (get out to some astonishing
<7------ 7

places, and you do have the light of your intuition, affdjl does through [a long light. When

you are making a film, particularly after you’ve shot it and start editing it, you look at

the same scene over and over to take411 the little dead spots.eat Makes you feel like a

surgeon. What it also d<WG-4sjffinvolves your taste, and your concentration. Seeing it

over and over and ove^agam you have to keep ye^faste aliv^ayeuliave to exercise your

ability to concentrate upon the same material over and over and over. And I’m the guy
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who wrote, “Repetition kills the soul,” whieh-J thought ofrtnanytimes wten I was editing.

But^pioesn’t kill it in this case, because it’s not absolute repetition; you’re ohasiiig duwh
<fLoe-^ et Lx. tile -h^p^

repetition in order to alter it clightlyj^And as you do thatyou’re tuning your psyche.

[World]

81.16 4Tie>joumalist^vriting tbat-L-dkl started with “Superman Goes to the Supermarket,”
A. i

a piece about Kennedy and the Democratic Convention in 1960. Jf-therc-was a Gtyle-thaD
tk1 ‘Km' g/Y/x/
followed-, it begaa/fliere. I-think what happened was I saw that I didn’t know how to write

about political conventions—at least not in conventional terms. I wasn’t really interested

in politics; I thought they were boring. Tfte-pelities^wereThe-saffiehHrad-been-Sttfiering-,

/through 4b-the fifties. -ButSwiat seemed fascinating to mewas that Kennedy was-a

(protagonist rather than a candidate and^hat=h® offered something new to American

lives—this daring and romantic and surrealistic and cockeyed idea that the president

could be a young man and have an attractive wife. The only thing I will take credit for is

that I had enough sense to see that this was more important than the politics. Out of

was-writing about them ac though-

this vague perception, I blundered into a way of writing bsut/fhat conventioi

[WR]

81.16 Until The Armies of the Night I was very much in the background of my non-

fiction narratives. You could feel that-there'was somebodY'loektttg-itt-aM'these events,

presumably rt^the author, but I wasn’t a formal narrator as such. However, one of

¥WftS&^"begaB4o4©el^as wrong with journalism is that immense events weredboiled
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downTOO ijiiJl. There’s no way tcrwrite-about an immense event in 300 words or>

3

' •‘frftno-wm-ds nnlpyc ynn’rp a poet- Pni-the trick was not to boil it down but to expand it, to-.

prejudices. These ptejudica^were jterrifaljB important, and you as the reader couldn’t

begin to understand this event unless you uftdcrstoo&me enough toreflect upon my &

as the event. Not that the narratorj^important in his own person; it was not that I

Norman Mailer, was ^qual to the Democratic Convention, but/fhat I had/iseto?

blow it up.and=to use 30,-000-words-or- 20,000 words to-

described in 2,000 or 3,000 words, What egan to feelp that the character-of the.

DTan'ater-er-the personality of the narrator was probably fnere important, -erjas important,

perceptions. By being able to take account-of-me-as-a nanatef-, the reader could say, “Oh

well, Mailer is impossibly romantic,” or “Mailer is outrageously nihilistic,” or “Mailer is

a fool”—rflie readeFcould make his own interpretations of the-eveniCr-J^Gccurred to me

that that’s the way we always read. When-L^ead my^-eofitemperarics, I’ll say tu myself,

“Well, Vidal or Updike”—or whoever it is—“is good on-this and not very good on that.”

Lthonght that’s-the leash we can do in joumafemUet tfreTeadggbe aware of the bent ot

(the writer. That-is-ebjcctwe reporting/ p^^ ‘
cj
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that what was wrong with all journalism was that the reporter pretended to bepbjective t

_and^at was one of the .grea(Tiesof all time. What-this really was, waspn all-out assault.

otfrNew Ybrker writing, and aLf

"the-New Yorker/^So I was a little scared at what I was doing7! thought I was either all

right or all wrong. The stakes were high, but by nowjr s more comfortable to write that

way. At the same time, I wasnuxtaking journalism that seriously. I never felt that I was

doing something more important thairthe/lovel. Wolfe feels it’s more important, but I’ve

never laid that claim since it’s so mudn easieK The thing that makes the novel so

hellishly difficult is that you hgve to elucidate a storyJrom the material. If you make a

mistake then you may nofdiscover it until the book is don\and you are looking back on it

ten years later. ItVvery much like chess in a funny way. Good chess players always

speak of the/best line of continuation. They can analyze a game afterward and really

replayTne points of no return and see whether a knight should have been movetfto

/Another box. In the novel, you’re left wondering.

[Coll]

81.6 If a novelist can take someone who’s a legendary figure and invent episodes for

them that seem believable, then they’ve done something wonderful. There’s that meeting

between J. P. Morgan and Henry Ford in Doctorow’s Ragtime—I think it’s one of the

best chapters in American literature. It told me an awful lot about Morgan and an awful

lot about Henry Ford, and the fact that it obviously never took place made it aven more

delicious. When you know the kind of bias and warp with which historians write their

history—they’re dealing with 10,000 facts and they select 300 very careful ones to make 
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historian is that he’s a great fiction writer. Very few novels aro ever true works of the

wherever I’d be.” And IWrote it—this’ll sound incredibly dementM^but I wrote it witi

sumptjprf. So I do have a continuing uneasiness about that part of the book. On th

er hand I do feeUbat-there’s nut as guud a purtrart-of her witlmut-rtr

is write the story. The difficulty of bringing off a truly impressive novel is equal to 

asking a singer of the stature of Pavarotti to compose his own music. Journalism makes 

opera singers of novelists. We have the story, now all we need to do is go in and show 

off our vocal cords.

their case, and call that stuff history .whcrrwe all-know it& fiction. The mark of a great

nkjoumalism is easieiTWin novel writing because you know the story. I-mean,-

’the events/mat history created Qbr me, and I’m content—all I’ve got to do then 

ibout me and they put me in a h osexual orgy, which I’vB^ever been in, I’d detest th;

with a man. I start thinking, “Well, my d, whatlf^fter I’m dead somebody writes

d feel less bad about it if I’d done itworried about it, I’m still worried about it^Jjhi

Women and Their Elegance. I invented a pisode for her thalbook about Marilyn,

was possibly more extreme th ything in her life. Andjllat gave me pause; I’m

ebate to protect myself. There’s one thing that did worry me iact/fictio

the idea that Mari , wherever she is, would accept this treatment of her. it’s a large

? how many Kafkas have there been?—Pin nut trying teraveid-tl

y second

it,
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82.16 Movies are more likely than literature to reach deep feelings in people. Movies are

more primitive, or so I would argue. Film reaches into more primitive states of
tn

consciousness. People who can’t read are quite able to get profound reactions

movies^I would also say that to the degree that film reaches us in a precise way, it’s no

good. Film is best when ambiguous. A truly good film will affect two people

profoundly, but they’ll argue for hours over the message. To one, it’s a satire, to the

other, a tragedy. That’s as it should be. Film should reach way inside the psyche until

one person will react in horror watching a film, another person ■can laugh his head off.

That’s good film. Bad film is when everybody laughs on cue—Ihenr/they are usually-

being manipulated. They have entered the engines of manipulation of the power-trip

institutions.

82.16 Ever since the late sixties I’ve wanted my nonfiction to read like a novel rather

than the digested contents of the first stomach of a cow. Which latter is what most

nonfiction is to me. Someone spends a lot of time studying a body of material, digests it,

then writes a book. There's a tendecy to skip the confusions. That’s not interesting.
What is^ostfascinating in a very good writer is how his or her mind works. Obtaining

clues that way, you can improve your own mind. But to suppose an author can digest a

subject so well that there is no need to think about how the writer got there san-be- 0 ( 

disagreeable. So I don’t like the way most nonfiction is done. Whereas the novel at its

best changes our lives to some extent. Marriages have broken up, for instance, because

someone read a novel and decided the life of the character in the book was more 
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interesting than his own. Good novels are painful to read. I guess it is possible, however,

for nonfiction to become somewhat existential. An historian could say, “I start this

project with two opposed hypotheses. I’m not sure yet which one is correct. As we

explore the material, let me show the arguments for one, then for the other. Maybe we’ll

arrive eventually at more of an answer than we have now.” Although, to bring that off in

truly sustained form violates the canons of the profession of history, which insists that
-Lv'o.uxs/ Lee<=/<=) islarf- £X^L'

yeu-ge-foi one stance, net-twor-that-it-doesntt ofton-happen:. Jt tends to agitate the—■

element that disturbs most people about history in the first place. Somewhere between

high school and college—or is it between graduate school and life?—they learn that

history is not history, but a series of immensely sober fictions usually written by men who

don’t have large literary talents, and have less to say about the real world than novelists.

It's disturbing to discover that historians are not dealing with fact, but with the hypotheses

they developed in relation to a series of isolated data. The desire to make these facts glow

-asriaeete in a mosaic thatwiU-enabte-usftoperceive the past is not often present. Qnce wej

•eorne~te-realized:h'at^4st<jrrans-do nut do it as closely as novefctsrthcn all history—>

beeomcG a novel; Just as any noveLis-thednstery of the working of one man’s------>

imagination, and so is enongh-of-a-ieal historical artifact to illumine a period for in

79.32 Lthink of nonfictien-as living on twn.stfmiachSr-likeJhe-eaw., In-other words, the

■material is eaten partially digested, then regurgitated, then digesterLagam. In a book of

nonfiction, there is a tendency to present the author’s conclusions to the reader as the

purpose of the work. While thisris neHfuerier^U-TOrks-of-jiQiifiction, the-practiso is 
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thinks definitively about a subject. Occasionally, the author will weri present his

feels impelled to digest the material, so thinking process

predominant in most of them. You rcafrbecause you want to know what the author 

present n scene, it’s invariably illustrative material to make-a-difficult passage more

aimpier Nonfiction calls for understanding a clear understanding of what’s being said.

It’s hard to think of a good book of nonfiction whose waters are not clear. In The

Executioner’s Song I wanted to give the readers the feeling that they were participating in

the life of the characters, and so wouldn't and shouldn’t be able to understand everything 

that’s going on any more than we do in life. The moment we understand everything in a 

book, it can’t possibly be fiction, not the way I define it.

73.43 One of the vices of journalism is that it almost always gives a false impression of

the event. That is because journalists have little interest in the mood of the occasion^/

particularly if it is a political meeting. Invariably, there is the a priori decision that certain

elements of experience must be recorded as carefully and literally as possible. If a man is

giving a speech, his topic is of cardinal importance; the title of the lecture is

indispensable; the name of the lecturer is crucial, and whatever quotations are taken from

the speech had best be given accurately—although if you don’t know the tone of the

speaker you/know nothing, The/t^sumption gees that the<rther/tuff, even if marvelous,

is not as crucial as these-few tenets that those joumafets cling to. The difficulty is that

these journalistic tenets Zarry over to other fields of inquiry. History, for instance, can 

easily become an intolerable fact machine. To go back to the novel, one reason why it 
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would be dreadful if the novel died is that the novel is one of the more formidable

attempts of Western civilization to deal with the notion of whole experience. A good

novel is a whole experience.

75.13 I have trouble with-the (story when I write a novel. Characters come to me, 

making those decisions through the book. One wrong major decision/can ruin your

novel. What Uove about journalism. me, is that I am given the

situations^clescriptions, but the story can-Hsqdrif up. In a novel you’ve got to decide

whether your character gots out of the bod<md turns left or righte/And you have to keep 

story. If I’d written The Fight as a novel, I’d have to decide does Foreman win or Ali. I’d

lose six months decidin^who-wiHSr--SoryotrkHew, there it is; Ali won.

75.13 Every good novel is a failure. Not mine but everyone’s. Dostoevsky’s career is a

failure. He didn’t write therbook he had in mind. He died with a sense of frustration. He

had this absolutely great book in which he was going to write about a saint. He did write

about people who had visions of being saints but lived in evil^ Alyosha-in The Brothers—r
tig. t

^Karamazov, feFoxample, is-the least convincing of hi character?. Dostoevsky dies-wrth-a—, 

profound~sense-of failure in his-nrission beeause_he wanted to educate the Russian people

to the nature of saintliness, which he felt was absolutely crucial to their survival as a 

nation.
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68.1 'No,-1 don-’t agree with critics who say the nnvel-ie-dead. The novel has its own

particular resource, which is close to magical. If you write purely enough and your style^

good enough, you can establish a communion between yourself and the reader that can be

found in no other art, becau&ethis communion can continue not only for hours, but

weeksfyears. When the novel is dead, then the technological society will be totaHyj^pon 

us.

82.16 Certain human relations are comparable to literary forms. For instance, the one-

night stand is like a poem, good or bad. An affair of reasonable duration, a short story.

By this logi^a marriage is a novel. In a short story we’re interested in the point. In a

novel we usually follow the way people move from drama to boredom back to drama

again. And we often judge a novelist by his skill in moving people in and out of these

high and low areas of existence. Of course, marriage is exactly like that. In marriage, our

interest is not that a given point is made in a given night, but in the way that recognition

is confirmed or eroded over the weeks or months to follow. The narrative line of all

marriage, in that sense, is good days and bad days. And most people like to live in the

form of a novel. Just as there are people who like to live in the form of a short story.

Psychopaths have lives that consist of poems, mostly bummers.
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Grobel/1983 Why-arc-good novels painful to read? Excellent qttesitoji. Name me any

great novel you’ve ever read that didn’t bore you in part lyhtte reading it (fliefirst time. A

great novel has a consciousness thaf^new to us^at-fifsfr. Any time we-undergo that , we

grow-bered. We have to digest this new consciousness before we can go back to it. I ve
-Pi 

been bored in partly Moby-Dick, The Red and the Black, Anna Karenina, The Scarlet

Letter.

Lennon/1999 Back in 1967 when I wrote The Armies of the Night, I divided the book
-ftyep > “HU ^.r "5

into ^ctiorTandnonfictionjriwas saying, in effect, that they’re equal. When you write

history, you’re wri-lfrigftispecies of fiction. What one’s doing , ultimately, is giving -©ae-s

version of life. -And/how one arrives at e-seis vision offrfe is somewhat different in a

history than in a fiction, but they are much more alike than people recognize. -So that’s

why I called the two subdivisions of The Armies of the Night, “History as a Novel,” and

“The Novel as History.” I’ve always felt they’re v®?y much related. For example, there’s

something like 30 pages in my new collection, The Time of Our Time, on Marilyn

Monroe and Arthur Miller taken from my biography of Monroe. It’s as factual as my

sources could permit, but to me it reads like fiction. That is, it’s a narrative of a movie

star and a talented playwright, who are having a very happy marriage, and if it appeared
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changing all the names. Call GaryGifrnorc, Harry Killmore, so forth. People would

have said, “Oh, r.o and-so is so-and-so in that honk ” Put by keeping the-same names-I

pushed the envelope for.vard on what a novel is anddsnfr What makes a novel is not

whether the facts occurred, so much as the way you present these facts. I-would argue,

then, that shire Twrateirthe boofc-m-foe form of a no^, it was-a novel. The-form, the,

medium^determines the message. AntHhe message yotrreceive from a novel is different

from the, imp.ii.I iisiially~lP'SS inferosting—that comes to you from nonfiction—

95.22 Most people think the line between fiction and nonfiction is a Berlin Wall. I think-,

,-onthe-eonlraiy, that it’s a barely marked boundary. I like working back and forth on that

boundary, being a range rideron-that/line.

95.7 I’m all for journalists using a literary style. I just wish they didn’t have to write

their stories the same day in the daily newspapers. If you can take a day or two or three to

write a story, it will be a much better story, and better still if journalists have more space.

You know, I was one of the people who founded the Village Voice. It has changed

enormously, but what it does now is give a writer a lot of space. TTnJIdbily news is a

delusion. It’s a dream. The idea that you’re getting something as it’s happening and you

know what’s happening is absurd. Analyze a news story. Do you really know what

happened as you read it? If you got it two or three days later, you still won’t be at the

event, but you might have a richer picture of what hftppnned-tf tho ro.pnrtoMms more time.
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CRAFT

[WR]

68.26 My moviemaking had

affeete^/my decision to treat myself as the third person hero of The Armies of the Night.

When I sat down to write^T had already edited my film, “Wild 90,” in which I was the

leading character. Since there was way too much of me, I had come to see myself as a

piece of material, a piece of yard goods, and I’d say: “Where am I going to cut myself?”

!L2?~ There's "no such lhlllg~w » w>irt ilni.giPf einpluy tluL-Ji.ilin.ln,

— r-nmcgdiiSW/ake used the dialectic 3S~dn intellectual structure. FrctTST—[Jartfn de CtTarlU1

t

V

h

lenry James never wrote a sentencq_that wasrffdfnbued with^j, He is always reacting t<

le sentence he wrote before. gThat^rwhatghwd writings-] The beginning of bad

riting is when a writa>forgets what he’s just written. Tfetiscwhat I’d tell kids if I ever

d a writipg'Slass. I’d bang that home. The sentence you are writinghejd must come

tyofwhat has pint gone liefi'iir whether as a continuation nr ss s reaction agairicbit^

absolutely-nq^eHect on my writing

[Work] _________

?5. ll~~brwtjtirigmy nonfiction books of the late sixties and earlysfiverrtfesfthe question

was how to verify the observ5Fr~Wliatarethe_rgp0rte?Tpassions, prejudices, and

particularly, his infirmities2—IFsTerribly importanFWho-JJieobsei'ver is. That’s why I
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always trWa-twt-rnyselt into these, works of journalism so Hie reader can hayehjs sense of

;as, if I attempt to present to readers whatl>ertsider the end­perceiving badly.

product of objective truth, it’s likelyToJignothing mrjre'tfian the harshly digested

conclusions I came up with in my some^kdtunbalaheejlsoul. (What else is most

journalism?) I believe thg-ftinm reading good non-fiction comes&eqiobserving the

■Night.observer. all I did have that happy streak with The Armi

•example of tho technique. It doesn’t always work that well. SAjOthere’s that lovely

remark of Trotsky’s I go back to over and over again. Sometimes, he said, the only way

you can tell the truth is by a comparison of the lies. If you’re listening to two liars, you

may never be able to find out who is lying more. But you can come closer to a sense of

reality by the relations between those two mysteries. You see, we may never know, for

instance, what the truth of one human is, or another, but we can know a lot abut the

relations between them. We may be confused by two terribly complicated people but we

are able to say with greater certainty, “They hate each other,” or “Isn’t it extraordinary

how they love each other?” because we can feel the relation between inyatuiub, especially

wfeereT armthat relation-as the-writing voice. Something of-thc same-may bo-said of the

rdation between a-geod-erttre-atrf a~good I'tovglisL-

[Coll]

80.10 I think Capote’s book and mine are formally similar, but vastly different.

Obviously, I’ll be the first to state that if he hadn’t done In Cold Blood, it’s possible that

I wouldn t have thought of taking on The Executioner’s Song. It’s also possible that 
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there’s something about The Executioner’s Song that called for doing itthis way. In any

event, its flavor is considerably different from In Cold Blood. Truman retained his style

there, not the pure style—he simplified it—but it was still very much a book written by

Truman Capote. You felt it every step of the way. The difference, then is that he

novelize^more, where I was determined to keep the factual narrative. I wanted my book

to read like a novel, and it does, but I didn’t want ever to sacrifice what literally happened

in a scene for what I would like to see happen. Of course, I could afford to feel that way.

I had advantages Truman didn’t. His killers were not the most interesting guys in the

world, so it took Truman’s exquisite skills to make his work a classic. I was in the more

promising position of dealing with a man who was quintessentially American yet worthy

of Dostoevsky. If this were not enough, he was also in love with a girl who—I’ll go so

far as to say—is a bona fide American heroine. I didn’t want, therefore, to novelize.

Dedicated accuracy is not usually the first claim you wish to make for books like this, but
v/ aj- _____

here it became a matter of literary setf-preservationr I wanted people-te-befcv^~irle.

What I had was gold, if I had enough sense not to gild it.

[WR] 

82.14 The insensitivity you have to build about yourself in relation to reviews doesn’t do

you much good as a writer. §f>X^yone who has kept working, has found wayst^L

z? "A
renewing his desire to write. What-gets easier isjwcause one’s been through-feat literary

mill 30 many times, the fears are less and one’s professionalism increases ovcr-tteyeaFsY

By professionalism,! mean the ability to work on a bad day. There’s nothing glorious

about being a professional, but you do become more dogged. You probably relinquish 
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the upper reaches of the mind to do your stint of work each day: being a professional 

means being able to endure a certain amount of drudgery and the higher reaches of the

mind arefnbt enthralled by dull work.

[Aud] 

82.14 My ambition would no longer be to try to reach Americans with a book the way

Hemingway couldjeaeh thggr f-with- a book? hecaiisr-TbfiheveAat^-beyondmTy^

-powers ] Hemingway^ style affected whole generations of us, the way a roomful of men

affected when a beautiful woman walks through—their night is turned for better or for

worse. Hemingway’s style had an ability to hit young writers in the gut, and they just

weren’t the same after that. That would not be iiiyrainbition=—FdoiTt have that~kmd-e£-

taten-t BiU-tn give up the-ambition-enftrely-is-anethcr matter

[Coll] 

83.40 Majur/weaknesses in a major writer? I doubt that Hemingway was capable of 

inability into the virtue of writing short declarative sentences and long run-on sentences 

writing a long complex sentence with a lot offarchitecture in the syntax. So he turned that 

connected by conjunctions. Faulkner was not capable of writing simply. He turned that 

into a virtue. As a result you get this extraordinary mood out of his writing. Henry Miller 

couldn’t really tell a story with any pleasure. He preferred his excursions away from the

story, and these excursions are what make him a^greafrwriter. Taking it down to my level,

I’d say I have most of my problems with plot. The moment I think of a good one, I find

that the book becomes almost impossible to write because I know I won’t believe in it.
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Life consists of people plotting all the time, agri the plots never dev elop sag cuittpklely.

c/Cecid^-. uaoiX “1 . _ r.—
We always-say, I’ll make this or that-out of my lifelawd then^lire confounds us. -Mrisp-a’’

^pToFthat develops dtn:tng/ifie writing. I don’t like one that moves ahead of my characters,

don’t live. You can do the same thing to characters when youbecause then my

tie them to the plot that we do to our children if we carefully pick out their colleges, their

spouses,install thernin the proper job/The same thing weighs oncharacters in a novehjf

they never get to fulfilltheiKf'apabilities; they never come alive. Belupinent slowly

-cOTnes-mte4e>cus~as I work. Bill Buckley is wonderful at plots—his mind works that

way—but nobody lives and breathes in his books with any more three-dimensionality

than some passing movie star who can’t act.

[Coll]

chapter of The Education of Henry Adams in my freshman year at Harvard, and

remember thinking at the time what an odd thing to do, to write about yourself in the third

person. Who is this fellow, Henry Adams, talking about himself as Adamsi

it in that mildly irritable way freshmen have of passing over extraordinary

works of literature. It’s possible that I then read more of The Education of Henry Adams

sometime in my freshman^ sophomore year, although I wouldn’t claim that I have. -Bat 

81.16 The influence of Henry Adams on The Armies of the Night was,/most peculiar

To the best of my recollection, I never read much Adams. I-did^eadfonSlChg

—Lneveuvrotecahciut him, never thought about him particularly^would never have

mentioned his name as one of the writers-that were important to m^asd^fctyn The

Armies of the Night—one startjf reading it, and immediatel^/eae sa^gC-even I said—“My
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peculiar is influence: Adams"was-staek(mrny consciousness as a possibility, the way a

God, this is pure Henry Adams.” VflranheilBirts^UTT^^^eVj ft’s an ^b^^akeoff’

as if I were the great-grandson. As if Adams waSfl^Tmy literary life. "So look how

painters might look at a particular Picasso, or Cezanne, and say to himself, “That s the

way to do it.” But the wsrk(mightnot pop out for 20 or 30 years. When it does, they say,

to me with Henry Adams.

“Oh, yes, that was a Picasso I saw at MOMA 25 years ago, and I’ve always wanted to try

a palette of such and such, and^/decided to use it here.” In effect, that’s what happened

[World or Coll] . , n

81.16 It’s hard to write well on a large-ssbjeeh Most large subjects are handled bybest-
tc £f-

/Celling novelists. They will have a cast of 40 or 50 characters. They’ll have stories that

go over 50 to 100 years. They’ll have several world wars. They’ll have startling changes

in the lives of several families. The-reason tyiey do all thatfe-adwFFyiato keep their

book moving along. What characterizes a-best sellmg-fievepsthat there’s nothing inaF

Aai you haven’t come across before. At least if you’re a reader of some experience.

Most good writers tend these days to expatiate on smaller and smaller canvases with more

and more clarity because-at least^you have the confidence then that what you’re doing is

accurate. Aaldlhat’s important. At least you’re contributing to knowledge rather than

adding to the general cultural sludge^that lies over nearly everything-. So it’s hard to take

a large topic. At the moment the only great writer I can think of who can handle what I’ve

described, 40 or 50 characters and 100 years is Garcia Marquez. One Hundred Years of

Solitude is an amazing work. He succeeds in doing it, but how, I don’t know. In my
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Egyptian novel [Ancient Evenings] althongtrit-’s very, veryfong—not that niueh-

faappens in it. As I said before, it takes me ten pages to go around a bend in the Nile.

[Work]

81.2 The-watershedfooek4brme-was Advertisements for MyselfoLPhat was the first to-be
h«J''

■written in what became my style. I never felt as if I had one until that book, and once 1

developed that style—for better or for worse—a lot of other forms opened

•adaptable style, ami of cuuise^hen I finally discovered in The Armies of the Night that I

enjoy going in rnany/fiTrection/

/l uzJi sAt r ics«^
could put myself into a book and thereby painKaiTsorts of splendid effects, I began to

[Work]

81.2 Prn-ntMfoappy if Lfopl that what T’vp taamMly wnfleii is wiimgm iihhiIs work-—g

out a-master planjfor-a-beek—I never wFOte-foe-beefc. Even with The Executioner’s Song

where, after all, I knew the story in great detail, I was careful not to be too versed in too

many details of the story way ahead. In other words, I tended to do my research li

00 pages ahead of where I was because I wanted the feeling that I didn’t know how it

was all going to turn out. I-wanted-te-bave the illusion that I was inventing each little

it s a powerful enough idea about the continuation of the book I don’t need to take a note.

If I can t remember it, then what kind of an idea could it have been? Once in a great

tend to build myJaffibafonTfie basis of what I have already. I never have a master plan for

the entiremook. Every time IJ+ave—and when I was younger I used to sit down and write
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<^X^k>si^c<zj5 t— t'jS .
while I’ll put together a note on something that should happen 200 pages ahead, just a

8

thought the character might have, and I sort of know the place where it will come in, but I

like the idea of a book not being too carefully laid out. I find that^ome oftfie best ideas T

vget I receive because I haven’t fixed my ifeasfin concrete^and so have to work with them—

Once you know your end, it’s disastrous to get a gssdudea which takes you away from

that end,'y4t the good idea may be worth more than an end you planned in advance.

[Work]

83.30 I never know what the style of a book is until I get into it. Sometimes you airr/fbr

a style and don’t get it—you endwith a lower style. After all,-the style you set-in a novel

is-vpry much like the pace a serious jogger sets for himseiphersetf? You have to be able

to maintain it. In that sense, style is^character. Character may be the wise or foolish

estimate of one s resources, ■'

[Work]

lon’t

97.26 I’ve got a little studio in Brooklyn a couple of blocks from my house—no
telephone, nothing there. I-ge-there^ancphe only thing I ever do |is"work. It’s wdaderffi

I’m like a deg \yith a conditionecTfeflex: oTelevision, no telephone.

want to be tempted. There’s an old Jewish belief that you build a fence around an

impulse. If that’s not good enough, you build a fence around the fence. So, nodelcphonc.

■Twrite longhand with a pencil,"and frvc'got a-rrrarvvtetiS/dssistant named Judith McNally,
Un -pa^- CX-vgdl /

^nd-she wdl typyir^fext day, aed I go over it. Since at my age you begin to forget things

easily, it-n marvelous because I hardly remember what I wrote the day before. Now
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it’s typed as if someone else wrote it. I’ll go through it, and IJdfsay, ‘ Who is the idiot
•"n* CC" 9'-<

who wrote that stupid sentence.” f

9

[Work]

82.16 I-enn tell you a-story-abeutMetaphors'/! had a dear friend, Charlie Devlin, who

helped me greatly with The Naked and the Dead, and in fact was the model, considerably

removed, for the character named McLeod in Barbary Shore. Charlie was a quiet

saturnine Irishman who was living in a small rooming house where I took a cubicle to

finish The Naked and the Dead. We used to have long literary conversations. At a

certain point I showed him The Naked and the Dead. He tore it apart. He could be a

severe critic. He said, “It’s a better book than I thought it would be, but you have no gift

for metaphor.” Then he said, “Metaphor reveals a man’s e^jaractcr, andjriStrue grasp of

life. To the degree that you have no metaphor, you g£e an impoverished writer,- am? have

lived no life.” I never forgot this lecture and began to work with might and main on my

metaphors. You know, they did improve with age.

[World]

82.16 A writer has to be ready fj/Tmo(i£^riien<he enters snmermelsfmind. So long as you

stay outsideJyour characters retain a certain integrity, novelistically speaking. There is a

mystery about them, a resonance. We walk around such characters with the same

respect we offer people who have a presence in a room. Part of the meaning of charisma

is that we don't know the intimate nature of the human force we’re dealing with.

Characters in novels sometimes radiate more energy when we don’t enter their mind. It is
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one of the techniques a novelist acquires instinctively—don’t go into your protagonist s
Il

thoughts until you have something to say aboutffhe interior that’s more interesting than
/) V

the reader’s suppositions. -ftte fatal error is to jump in and then offer banal material.

That’s the worst of best-sellerdom. Second-rate readers enjoying the insights of second-

rate writers.

[World]

73.14 I believe narrative exists in our everyday lives, but as a discrete phenomena—in

other words, narrative stops and starts. We aft live with Hamttiv^'every moment of our
•_y.i > Pcut^-? y O ,

(but we’realways cutting it off and picking it up aga^it-iaft^Tcontinuation. firs'

almost impossible to iawe/without some hypothesis^tmd hypothesis is the spineM

narrative^if-yeu-stop-afid-think-about-it. What usually happensj^that the hypothesis runs

into evidence that confutes it, so then the narrative stops until it/pick/up again with a

revised hypothesis.

[Work]

61.12 In The Deer Park I was trying to find a style it was elusive. I went through

draft was located somewhere between the English novel of manners and(Fitzgerald—not

rra-the way in which-it literally repels certain kinds of experience. The style begins-to^

as good, but in thayfiirection. The third draft was closer to Hemingway. Then I found my

own style, which was nsfttmg- like these. The thing that-always-fascinated me about style

four drafts. The Firstovas ^roustian in style—not first-rate Proust of course./The second
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select the material. If a writer keeps/^certain style, ijtTleterrnines tht/experience that

comes to him..

[WR]

71.6 You know, a good skier never worries about a route: he just goes, confident that

he’ll react to changes in the trail as they happoRfTfsThesamething in writing; you have

to have confidence in your technique. If you take on something you know you can do

easily, your contempt for yourself will/getinto it^y-ery quickly:

[World]

five people, another out offone person but greatly altered. Still another from my

84.34 Some of my characters come from real people. One character might cearefout of

imagination. There’s an exciting moment when a character becomes, in a sense,

independent of yourself. If the people in my books don’t seem real to me, I’m in a lot of

trouble. Graham Greene once said that there were certain characters who took care of

themselves ers ttet-he had a great deal of trouble with. He worked veryTarcTcm

them. Later, when he’d read a review and it would mention one of-&e/esistant characters
u it

as well-drawn, he used to think tg-himsetf, “Well-dragged.
2. a

[World] 

75.13 The people in a novel become real in your mind as you write. You live with them,
.51 y

sleep with them, even talk to them |ht a certain point, for they exist within you. They take
l U ftUV KO?__ '

on the same kind of odd lifedhatmovie stars assume for us* when we think-about them.-
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To a lot of people, Humphrey Bogart. psychic equivalent of an uncle, <fS3fetm& oftEH t

(importance he exerts on their lives, [alternate version in the duuble-spacc. There arc a

4et of people for whom Humphrey Bogardm in terms-of-the psychic importance-he ->

Maintains in-their inconscious mind, is the equrvalent-of an uncle4

[Coll]

16 The more I know about writing,

beqomes to me. I know hisTlaws

wer

the

the s

•; my own father. here is so much

is asfa f:rela ionship

’ inglisl/language, I’d say, is vil

[World]

Schroeder/1992 ^o^everyTn'storiari-wh<rwxitesjarJl^hciitenui.sl^fr-twenty-riovelists-whci

<^do4jetter^^nd_thatls-imp.eftaftt. Sometimes the only way you can perceive reality is

through a good style; a bad style muddies reality.

[World]

Schroeder/1992 I don’t ever think of my characters in terms of victims or victimizers.

beeanse^at’ sort of Harrow classification tends to narrow them down. If someone is

doing a novel and says, “I’m writing about a victim,” that character^not going to be

interesting. In reality very few victims ever see themselves solely as victims^
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[Coll]
/'r

Lennon/1999 'Hw first person point of view is an amazing tool. You can get to places

you don't arrive at any other way. Of course, you can also injure your writing hand, se=te

4)pealc It’Ya double-edged instrument. Hemingway had a marvelous sense of the

limitations of the first person. It virtually created his style. If you are doing a book in the

first person, there are certain things you should not talk about because they’re

embarrassing^with fhe-^I/going before it. So there’s a tendency, most marked in

Hemingway, to keep most thing^~at arm’s length. '

[World]

Lennon/1999 When you’re making stuff up, it’s scary; the decisions you have to make
|r> y.----’ &

are frightening. JSe/dtaups always present when
<z\q

you-do-awjmaginative narrative, If your
Li

characters come alive, that’s fine; theyZarry you a part of the way. But, finally, you have

to make what might be termed career decisions for your characters. Does your

protagonist want to gefrntoifhe foreign service, or does he want to vearit in New York/

(/These are large decisions but they are also opportunitie/Gerta-in/writer^have the book

completef^in their mind before they beginaad- then they-write_iL. I’m not one of-fe&m. I

find my book as I go along. My fRot comes last. WhaH~teek for are the characters—h

want a conception of my characters that’s deep enough so that they will get me to places

where I have to live by my wits. That means they have to keep ssn developing for me.

When njy characters come alive, the plot, I feel, will take care of itself. I cannot write a 
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book where I figur^out the plot first. De-that-and_yotrspeHd<Jhe rest of your time filling 

holes in rotten teeth.

[WR] 

83.35 Writing is wonderful when you talk about it. It’s fun to contemplate. But writing 

(give yourself a passing mark.

as a daily physical activity is not that agreeable. You -gcfefat, er you strain your gut; you

get Uw gout and chilblains and writer’s cramp. You’re alone and every day you’ve got to.

>go in andffaee tha^piece of paper. That means you’ve got to reconstitute, your soul aas-

[WR]

86.31 It’s as difficult to to become a professional writer as to grow into being a

professional athlete. Stamina is the key, and the ability to keep faith in yourself. One

must be willing to take risks and try again. It needs an enormous amount of practice to be

good at it. Since you’re affected by what you read as a child and adolescent, it takes a

while to unlearn these things. /It can also be death to the soul if you’re not good~aTit--------------

Often writers say after completing a work, “This nearly killed me.” 2fci/true, and it gets

more true with each work. Still, we’re creating a world and the characters to go in it.

[Work]

83.1 about the Newjty lalism ai

highe

I never take Tom Wolfe-seripusly when he t;

form than tljeTiovel, because/finallyfnuie New Journalism your plpLrshanded t< 

yoUj a^dyou can concentrate on the writing.
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[Coll]

83.57 Dwight Macdonald gave us no great body of books, and spent his talents in writing

some of the better political and literary criticism of our time, but more important than his

oeuvre was his influence. He was one of the best teachers of writing in the world. He

gave no classes, but if one had learned a little about writing already, welk-then there-wee-

z~-aH-the world'of self-expression to piefe=Hp/m the felicities of his style. Dwight had
t-x /c. //

something fabulous to teach. It was to look to the feel of thej/phenomenon Describe

what you see as it impinges on the sum of your passions and your intellectual attainments.

Bring to the act of writing all of your craft, care, devotion, lack of humbug and honesty of

sentiment. And then write without looking over your shoulder for the

literary police. Write as if your life depended on saying what you felt as clearly as you

could while never losing sight of the phenomenon to be described. If something feels bad

to you, it is bad. Others received the same message from Hemingway, but it took Dwight

Macdonald to give the hint to many a young writer and intellectual that the clue to new

attack on the problem

discovery rests not so much on the idea with which you begin as in the closeness of your

[World]

91.17 One ©f-the-thin^I learned from The Executioner’s Song—there would be these-

—extraordinary people we met while^nterviewig/for the book, and I’d say, “Why the hell 

didn’t God permit these two fascinating people to meet?” With all my novelist’s training,
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that this does nolttohM be disappointingjis-kelL I 

increase/ it. Most of our lives are spent getting ready for dramatic moments that don t

take place, or if they do, are (Heappointing as hdL-Or we sayj“Well, nothing really big

ever happens to me.” Then, bam, you get knocked down with something so much bigger

than you expected. All the frustrations of all the other little narratives in your life that

[World]

Random House Publicity Flyer/2/91 The worst kind of writing (results when semo-

ex-tr-aordinarUy exciting things have happens®-to your friend^ and tiwi you decide you’re

going to do a novel about them. Because even though your friends are very alive to you,

they drmA^appear sd in the book. Sol almost never write about anyone who’s close to

me. It’s just too efeegereus^l prefer towffteabout people for whomJj-feel^S special

understanding^ btrtXr+io, on the other hand, l(have to get to knov^Zt^nTtend to-dream and.

fantasize an enormous amount about your characters, and yon develop ymir sense of them

as-you go along^-And-you-know-a-beok is good whcn-your characters begin to make.

.moves that you hadn’t fomsgendbr them.

[Coll]

91.3 I don't read other writers much because I'm writing all the time. It's too disturbing

to read a writer with a good style when you're in the middle of putting your work together.

I've used this image before: It's very much like taking yur car apart and having all the

pieces on the floor when somebody rides by in a Ferrari. Now you may hear a note in the 
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Ferrari that isn't good and say, "That motor needs a little tuning." But nonetheless the car

-i^lhere^aHd^ours is on the floor. So while I'm working on a book I never read anything 

more than The New York Times—which w»y-have the long-term effect of flattening my

[Coll]
A_t

91.3 Tfffs=busiHess-Gf influence is curious in the extreme. I happened to pick up Moby

Dick aadJ hadn't thought about Melville ten times in the last thirty years. Pieked-np-the- 

first page j>£-Moby Dick aqd-read it, and realized my style was formed by Melville* Pm-

r not saying-Fwrite-as-well as Melville, buLmy-style was~absolutely shaped by his love of 

long, rolling sentences that contain inversions and reverses and paradoxes and ironies and

exclamation points and dashes. 7

He (vit/e —■ KH'J 

[Coll] 

97.24 Capote wrote the best sentences of anyone of our generation. He had a lovely

peetic ear. He did not have a good mind. I don't know if a large idea that 

sense of time and place. Breakfast at Tiffany's, for example, is on the one hand a slight 

,on one wall, I'd put

Truman somewhat below Bitegerald, but of that ilk. He cou-ld capture period und-plac£__^

book. Looking at it with a hard, Marxist eye, it's a charlotte russe. On the other hand, if
( p Lul y

ryou want/to capture aperiod in New York^no otherbook ha»(9one it so well. So Jn that

sense, he^sfa"bit like Fitzgerald. If I were to mount them

bothered him for one minute. While he wrote poetically, he did not think like a poet. He.

ertfe4mave that conceHtreteesefe^b'f iiietapiioidhai^poet wcrks-toward. But he bed-a- ~ 
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[World]

they don't have enough life, they search for it inone of the problems for young writers.

new situations. Buj you-eaifget out of those siutuations if need be. It's the ones you can't

get-out-of that really give you the kind of knowledge you waet-as a writer.

Lee/2001 I had onejob^for two yeagthat felt like 15 years and^fwas the Army. It gave

me £hell-eT a lot of real experience as opposed to<tfee experience you search for. That's

[WR]

Lee/2001 One thing worth saying again: What's not understood about good writers it

that they're as competitive as^thletes. When I read a-geod-beok^ don't"go"at it theway

other people do. I read^ifcritically, the way one athlete will watch another's performance.

Not watch it with venom, quite the contrary. You might say to yourself, "His spiral is

tighter than mine and he's got five more yards on me at least, but he's more lead-footed

i. I scramble better." The thing when you're reading a good-novel is to give-ita 

i c? credit and not tey=te-smudge over its good parts by deciding too quickly that the guy's

because I know so much

about novel writing by now. I can always tell when someone is working out of thewiJesT

overrated. I tjuukuTLharl my dnilhdg I could end up as

vein and when thui/jo fuking iu '1? 1 i1 "’**r’ 1X1
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[Aud]

Koval/2000 ^fiifd person and first person are at least as different in yvriting as major and

minor keys in music; I won't attempt to say which is which. Before you decide, you have

to have a sense of the event, of the reader, of yourself, and what will form the best

triangulation. When I was doing The Gospel According to the Son, people said to me,

"How did you have the nerve to write about Jesus in the first person?" I answeredit

was a practical decision. I wanted@feu«Jthe^marj, to be predominant in the book, not the

Son of God. I have always felt that Jesus was the first example of a truly powerful

divided personality, so though I'm not equipped to write about the Son of God, maybe I

can do something about the man. To-do tha^you need immediacy, amLthat is the strength

of first person. You can get bored with the "I," because it's constraining, but it does give

easy access. In the beginning, at least. If I had put that book in the third person, it would

have gotten mixed up with the Gospels, and people would be very irritated—what was-

from me and what ^rom the Gospels? Whereas in the first person, readers -ean- accept

zfejectTt7

[Coll]

95.12 There are two kinds of writers. There are those, very great, like Faulkner and

Hemingway and Melville, who write with/ style that is inimitable. There are other
ot Z y

writers, usually less famous, who wfefin a variety of styles. I'm in the latter camp. The

same is true of painters. Matisse painted in one recognizable style, while Picasso entered

a hundred stjdes before he was done. It was as/style was a cutting tooL through which he 
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delineated a reality. I've found that principle to be useful for myself. Style for me has to

be close to the material I'm working with—se-that I'll go with a fairly formal prose on one

occasion and be more casual on another.

[Work]

92.12 In An American Dream, which was originally published in Esquire in 1964, and as

a book in 1965,1 had a scene where somebody was talking, a black man was talking, and

he said "shit" about twenty times. Now, I didn't really need twenty. I knew

approximately twelve would be fine, but I also knew that if I put in twelve, they'd take out

some, so I put in twenty. And 4hey<§creame  Jatmy twenty and I ended up with twelve*

(hey were happy and I was happy.

[World]

■a spy-

■fnuch of the denouement. It struck me that that's exactly what life is like: the most

91.37 Thywy the CIA worksGs absolutely counter to the average spy novel^which has-

a perfect clock that ticks to its conclusion. In-Harlot's Ghost^sbveral characters^ay at

different times that they came into the CIA because they love spy novels. But once

'they'rotunside, they seejfieir work (esly in pieces. If they

rnovel, that-is only-in chapters five and six. The^enTkr

(SeeThewhole picture, and then feeyte-shifted to another assignment^and never leam-

interesting people really don't meet each other. There are few dramatic confrontations,
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[WR]

91.24 If you tell yourself you're going to write the next day, write the next day. No

matter what comes up, write. I think what happens is that you set up a contract with your

unconscious. Your unconscious prepares the words. When you don't do that, all the

material sits around in your brain and starts to molder. We're the manager of the artist in

ourselves.

[Work]

91.1

charal

I prefei

dll to come up with a<ffiie plot,

organic, togrpw out of themselves.

moment thevdry to come fo life, t disturb the clo

[World]

84.14 City life produces—I believe it is a phenomenon of the modem city—caustic wit. It

is one of the essences of a city. If you lived in the country, this kind of wit could get you

killed. In New York and Chicago, it is a tonic. serves as a bridge.
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ECONOMICS

[Aud]

65.6A I think I suffered more over the reviews of The Naked and the Dead than for any

other book. I wanted to sit down and write a letter to every critic^they-had

-as-a wild-

g I«ftid(even though they (liked the book. It’s only after 20 years
v b<ac>^-

that you begirvto^jpreciate^ jtTa primitive rite. At-rfe best-roading-jeyiews fanrHttts-as-q?

"eviews as^or good ones^ they are well-writtei
c? _______________ -________________ . ____ -__

inner. I’d never dream of not reading reviews. It’s like not looking at a naked

woman if she happens to be standing in front of her open window.

[WR]

82.14 I think for anyone who’s become an author early and has had a great deal of

success, as Qapote did and Vidal did and Styron did and I did, it’s not automatic or easy

afterwards to look upon other people with simple interest because generally speaking^

they’re more interested in us.

[Aud]

82.14 Buying a hardcover book is a sacramental act, and when people have to pay that

much money, they want to have a certain respect, even a touch of awe, for the author. If

you’re unsavory in public life, you’re not going to sell lots of hardcover books. The

authors who do Zreusually not in the public eye—Saul Bellow, John Updike, John
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Cheever—a«d-very few people can break that law. Capote’s broken it successfully.^But I

certainly haven’t.

[And]

83.40 I treat bad reviews like a politician running for office treats a loss of support. A

couple of friends called up after Ifc-bad/feview of Ancient Evenings appeared in the

Sunday New York Times and asked, “Are you all right?” I’d seen it a week before^^ser

‘7s’ any unhappiness I’d had about it was now digested. I told them that it was like realizing

the county chairman in Schenectady is deciding against your candidacy. But to lose

Schenectady doesn’t mean that you stop running. It isn’t my ego that’s hurt, it’s my damn

pocketbook. Getting a bad review in the Times hurts you as much as any single review

can. When I was younger I used to consider a bad review a personal insult and would

consider the guy who wrote it evil. In fact, I have never actually punched out a reviewer,

which I say with a certain amount of wistfulness. I once sat next to Philip Rahv after he

had written an atrocious review of An American Dream. Philip Rahv had his virtues,

bless him, but physical courage was not one of them. So I made a point of sitting next to

him on a couch at a party, and while I smiled at him, I kept my body firmly pressed into

his, leaning into him, while we had a long 30-minute conversation about something else

altogether. I was perfectly pleasant the entire time and everything seemed all right except

we were both titled alarmingly from my leaning into him. He was in an absolute panic,

waiting for me to strike. It must have seemed an odd sight from the other side of the
K'f QoS 

table: He was a headman, and the two of us must have looked like two doughnuts

crushed together in a box.
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If I had no economic pressures on me I would have written books that were more literary,

more well-rubbed. I would have polished them and would have sighed over them and I

probably would have taken them more seriously than I take my books, although I do take

them very seriously. But I would have been truly solemn. And I probably would not

have gotten into journalism.

[Wr]

81.2 Early success changed my life. For a long time after the publication of The Naked

and the Dead, I walked around saying nobody treats me as if I’m real; nobody wants me

for myself, for my five-feet eight inches, everybody wants me for my celebrity. Therefore^

my experience, I kept saying, wasn’t real. All the habits I’d formed up to that point were

as an observer on the sidelines. Suddenly, if I went into a room I was the center of the

room, and so regardless of how I carried myself, everything I did was taken seriously and

critically. I complained bitterly to myself about the unfairness of it until the day I

realized that it was fair, that that was my experience. It’s the simplest remark to make to

yourself, but it took me ten years to get to that point. Then I began to realize the kind of

writing I was going to do would be altogether different from the kind of writing I had

thought I would do. After The Naked and the Dead I thought I would write huge

collective novels about American life, something that required going out and getting

experience, but my celebrity made it impossible. I then began to realize that there was

something else that I was going to get which hopefully would be equally valuable, and

that was that I was having a form of twentieth-century experience which would become

more and more prevalent: I-was-Htterly(separated from myroots. I was successful and
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alienated and that was a twentieth-century condition. This went into all my work after

that in one way or another and will go on fbrcwf because by now jStypaaSl can say that

kind of personality interests me more than someone who is rooted.

[Aud]

81.2 I used to have a much clearer idea of who I was writing for—certain friends, certain

intellectuals, certain critics, a certain sense of the kind of audience I wanted jouLthere-anrfo

who- they nfrght-be?- That was in the sixties. In the seventies there was a stretch where I

really didn’t know who I was writing for. You go in and out of fashion and your sense of

who you’re writing for also gees/m and^utof focus. W-fth-my-Egyptian book-Pvc gotten

to thepoint where I don’t caie who I’m writing for. I wetridn’t have-a-cluc who’s-going'

teTjkerite-

[Aud]

73.14 Yes, it did help that I was paid a lot of money to write Of a Fire on the Moon.

That made it better. It would have been a harder book to write if I’d been paid less. I’m

a frank and shameless professional. I enjoy my work more if I gat paid well for it.

It makes it somehow sexier. but it’<= as simple as that You
take yourself just a little more seriously, and that’s a great help wteXwriting^^I^^

tpe hardest thing I’ve found is to be able to take on enough importanc^so that you dare

. finally to start defining some piece of that existence out there.
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iutTdohTthrnk-

[Aud]

81.6 Every time I-appeayn a newspaper^! injure my sei

there’s anything to do about it. One of the reasons I’m in the papers-all the-tim<fls that 

they jest keep using the same people, over and over again. It’s a game, and there’s

something like^Aplayers on the board. If I were in a Tarot deck, I’d be the Fool. I used 

to keep a stem separation between the public legend and myself, but you know, you get

older, and after a while, you start to feel like some old aieb in Miamj/with slits m his 

sneakers so his feet won’t hurt^so much. At that poinj^it’s hard to fight the legend. The 

legend becomes a lotion for your toes.

[World] 

81.6 I’m a novelist and I want to know every world. And I would never close myself off 

society is nothing if not fashion. There’ve been a few

to a world unless it’s truly repulsive to me. I don’t think it means anything if I go to

certain kinds o ^parties] 

homes that invite me for dinner from time to time. If it comes to the point where there’s 

something to fight for and I’m not fighting for it because I don’t want to lose my position 

in society, then mere^^omething to be concerned about? W-hafs-very important to me'fc’ 

knowing how the world works. I-AiakWiat ruins most writers of talent is that they don’t 

had conceived that-book in my imagination, it would have been 

get enough experience te-learn, so their novels ajstays tend to have a certain paranoid \

perfectiontwhieh-is»4 gs good as the rough~edge of reality\/HThe Executioner’s Song —------------ 

much more perfect and much less good. If thcro’o n thrmn flint ^bsescee me, it’s how
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[World]

73.43 Right now^the smart money would bet against the continuing life of the good novel,

'"arrviabte-fefm. The publishing houses are getting gloomier and gloomier-about its

hand, even as a maverick  ̂there are certain rules feet I have to obey. If yeti-start obeying

those rules past the point where yett-wasKto go along wrth-tfjErn as part of the gamq, then / Y

you are injuring yeuSetf ^26^

future, and they are-the-eftos-wh® will, in a large sense, determine^ future. Jt-reaHy
4^ J

^omesdown to the young editors.when a novel by an unknown writer gets

published these days it’s usually because some young editor has decided4hat-fhis-is->

finally good,~and he makes an issue of it. -And tfhe publisher generally goes along. In

effect, it s the benevolent or charitable side of publishing. Now this will continue so long

as publishers have^aithin the novel until tho day they conclude that novels can also be_

written by computers—You know, there is a certain soil of obvious hesl-selliiip novel th nt

much of the history that’s made around us is conspiracy and how much of it is simple

stupid fuckups. AndVou have to know the world (tcTget some idea of that. You know, . -p

how much does the Mafia control, how much do they luck intojyElow much does the

Jewish community affect the mentality of government, and how much are theyygccusedof
p k.LLi <- ‘—z. f

r
n the other hand, it’s vory,danggrotiBtjp, Ijve in society too much, because it's a world

oTyef^ rigid rules. You cannot be yoursel^Gomplctefy. There’s a marvelous game in

society, which is: If you are completely of society, then you’re totally-uninteresting. X L (_^1
LU-t u=j_i J/

you^have any entree at all it’s because society is always fascinated viffi mavericks. Till

the point where they’ll become bored with me. and "Zhen, boom,'tSn/ouL But on the other
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yott-can almest-predict will be successful if you find theright writers. Just give them-th<

r—right-theme, Forexainple, I hear Leon Uris is writing a-book about Ireland; we can name

the-sales, can’t wg£-Wo can panic the reviews? But back to the question: why is it harder

and harder to write a good novel? The character of experience in the twentieth century is

so fragmented that it is not easy to conceive of one being written that would re-invigorat£A^

the good, big novel as a form. How do you move from one fragment of experience to

another? That’s the problem. Nothing is, for instance, now more difficult than the

picaresque novelswhere-yuu move fruili milieu lu milieu? Problems that could be solved

on.^fe-say) the nineteenth-century level can’t be inthp-twentieth.

e culture i^fragmente^existenee-is-fragmentedr^t^s-

getten to the point-that-tiiosu uf-tts-who-alerp-fron^fKigrnent to fragment are the one^whrr

frhrive—at least in a limited wayr-Se-all liiis makes for enormous difficulty in conceiving

major novels. Whereaspn the thirties, you had any number of major wriXets^round. Dos

Passes writing USA; Faulkner with a major novel just about every other year.

Hemingway's books, Thomas Wolft

flourishin^thea. Now it is up against/ferocious competitionf'television and the moviesr

'citing, James T. Farrell. And there were any
l/Cr-y

number of minor writers and half-major writers who were swfefty good. The novel was

Sp-Fm not at all sanguine about its future; it may disappear as a majer-fomn-

[WR]

Grobel/1983 If you have to earn your living from your pen; you discover that you can

push yourself. It’s analogous to what athletes do very often, where they’ll g^-througlF 

c^gty-ptoccdusesreab steroids ia-erdeMo get more strength; go-inte-aH-serts-of things that
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are ultimately damaging, nofruirtyfrcrthe'ir bodies but to tlicii sun Is.' But they’ll do it in

order to set records. We do the samejhmg-as-wfiters. You can force yourself to write

much more than you want to write. And yet the writing will not necessarily deteriorate.

People think you’re going to end up a bad writer if you do thaU-Yuu won’t necessarily,

you may end up with a bad liver, or with a shortened life. Of course, you can always

-opt/For transcendence. Sometimes working much harder than one wantirto-workfean ~----------

liberate energy. Doesn’t always defeat.!!^.

[Aud]

83.55 Almost everybody wants to write. The writeris life seems so free—no boss to

face, no rush to work, and if you receive any renown for it, you have all the pleasures, the

curious pleasures of celebrity. Writing, for many people, is the only way for them to tell

the story of their lives. Experience, when it cannot be communicated to another, must

naivete abeut(hdw long it takes writers to Team the rudiment?, whteh is akin to the

discipline and dull punishment feat, in boxing, go into the ability to throw a commanding

punch at will. (Tnever encourage people to write for too little. It is a splendid life if you

wither within and be worst than lost. People believe that writers have this opportunity

^ad^all the other rewards^ b«tall the same, another part of me is ready to laugh at thetx'

think only of the emoluments. But it is death to the soul if you are not good at it. And to

have a durable career, you havelofeuild a personality that can withstand criticism.

Published work is fair game; writers don’t have to publish; they can leave their work in a

desk drawer. Why should it not be open season, then, when the work comes out?
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[And]

adjectives. When a writer can’t present the manifest of an experience, he often substitutes

think. There’s a tendency in‘'“by-supplying adjectives. That tells the reader

emphasis on entertainmentpublishing houses to simplify books, gussy them up,

at all costs. My hope lies in one fact. A terrible weariness doming into us because of

83.20 Editing new<fnake3''best sellers more and more like each other. After all-, editors-

write-well and-ws^HgeS-fetee -each other. -So ^w bestsellers don’t suffer from a spate of

the rate at which we are being entertained.

[Aud]

95.22 Everywhere I go, booksellers ask me, ‘Why don’t you write a short book? Short

books take up less space on our shelves.” Marketing has taken over writing nesv-Tl^h-

r-hefr-with what the beedeiyuarrwe-mafkeUt? Not for me; I was-sonvinced- at an early age

Thomas Mam/fhat only the exhaustive is truly interesting.

[Aud]

91 maximum number of people, and you want to reach

it, it woulcLbethe

DUut would have nothing to do with writin]

iwdon’t they read me?” or

When you write you can’t be thinking of how it’s going to turn out. You can’t say, “I’m

"li-
going to put this in because it’s JsirfetAelp & sell copies.” That never xfrork/ Even in 
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fit a bad bestseller there’s a-certain-suit of internal integrity that makes it a best seller—it is

the best book that person is capable of writing at that time. The author believes in the

book. That’s why it’s a best seller. There’s an aura oLintogrity^

[World]

T/L3 rvtTWiiLleii a lol oTbooksT The number—^depends on how you count, because a

couple of tfese^oeks are a reshuffling of the cards—but I could give you a list tliatiuyris

up to 30. I wonder if I haBnYhadto eam a living, I wonder if I could hayeAvritten as

many. There's something marvelous abouThaying to meet your'bills. The condition that

is most disagreeable in your life becomes the mpstTfsembeqe. You know, I feel the same

about the US. Army. It was absolutelythe worst experience of my nfe^and it was

probably the singlejntfst valuable experience. Without it, I wouldn't have knowlrhqlf of

.whatJ-kfiow today about Americans------------------------------------------------------------ ---- —

[W1

idercut

: p ing

v ime

1" stone

jol

a-

[Aud]
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Lee/2001 It doesn't matter if your book's good or bad, Within reason, you're going to get

the same number of good and bad reviews. A dreadful book will probably get three good 

reviews in ten, and a very good book may get six good ones in ten. It's just amazing how

theyftend to pushtd the middlejn-revie^yifig. Until you know that^nd knovta in your 

bones, it's vsty hard to keep writing year after year, book after book, and g£Lover(ffiose

desires to LsHya critic. You have to be able to adjust to tbaf-<jtherwise you'll walk around 

—tired all the timjz 

[Aud]

Hughes/2001 When I started, we were under the umbrella of Maxwell Perkins—so 

publishing t&day dictates that an editor has to bring in books thafmake money, and that

r-has-gefr-to-get-mtu lhe'intrieaeies of an editor's thinking. I imagine it would be very hard 

anyone who became an editor wanted to be gseat like him. T-here-wa^a loyalty ttet-tfrey

□alt toward their writers. They were spiritual marriages, if you will. It's jrueto a degree^ 

not to start pushing certain authors jusrta-Litile bit in the direction of being more popular.

That, of course, breaksdhe bond.

Ancient Evenings is a very difficult book to understand. It's written out of the

'inciples antic

rite difficult books, it was honorab Now it's considered obscene, like, 

'How dare you write

literature I picked up in my youth you were supposed to

ision, it seems, has

[Aud]
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reafty hit deeper tharTanyoneTmoWS. The bad leviuws Ancient Evening got irritated me^

of courseTth^y always do. But they didn't disturb me in the sense that I staptedThinking,

"Well, I'm not the wntetHhought I was." If the book is as^oOcTas I think it is, the bad

reviews will eventually be to its cr&diLAnd-ififts not as good as I think it is, they've

saved me a lot of years walkipg^round being agran^dame. There's no fate worse than

to walk around immensely admired in your own time and thenabsolutely die as a literary

figure^vo-yeais alKi yuui uwn death. ------------ ------------------------- —5

84.2 There s a funny mechanism in the literary world, where to varying degrees we

all temblyjealous another. There's a certain glee when an comes up with a

major book, and the first impression you gets great relief: "Oh, good, it isn't as

cijiltfof promise?1

good as I thought it was goin e. But then the second comes, and peepte-start

[Aud]

r-to say, "It's re

[Aud]

Vitka/1984 Everybody was waiting for the big war novel, so-called^oarrive, and mine

happened to be first. The timing of The Naked and the Dead was extraordinary. If it had

come out a year earlier or a year later, it wouldn't have done as well. In mid-1948, people

were ready. You see, immediately after the war, nobody wanted a war novel. You would

go to publishing houses and say you were working on a war novel and they would say,

"Oh, God, don't write that. You'll never get it published." Of course, there had been a
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4c Cl J
spate of bad war novels published dixringjhe Second World War and publishers were

j
tired/skittish. Publishers have fashions. They decide that certain books should or should

not be written in a certain year. By the time The Naked and the Dead came out, everyone 

was ready. The war was three years past, people were to think about it again.

[Aud] 

184.24 I-gelinto-bad-situations and I've got to get ouTef-thcm^ I was truly in debt in

early '80s and/fowed my publisher a great deal of money. Asd-then^heday of reckoning

came and I realized I damn well had to write a book. iLhad-been-adroek I had been trying

to start/dlryear but I hadn't been able to g§feaeaE-it. Then suddenly my mind cleared. It

was one of those joke situations where they give Popeye the can of spinach.^/Tough Guys

Don't Dance took 61 days. I've often felt that the only time you do anything with great

energy is when you're de-m-g-itT&r your best and worst moments at once. My best motive 

was to create a little art, and my worst was to make some money. They don't always go

together, but in this instance they did.
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CRAFT

68.26 The making of my first underground movie probably had a good bit to do with the

decision to treat myself as the third person protagonist of The Armies of the Night. When

I sat down to write the book, I had already edited my film, “Wild 90,” in which I was the

leading character. Since there had been way too much of me in the rushes, I had come to

see myself as a piece of yard goods about which one could ask, “Where can I cut this?”

The habit of looking at myself as if I were someone other than myself—a character ready

to be described in the third person, had already been established. Parenthetically, I think

it's also a way of getting a psychoanalysis on the cheap. I think I've been more balanced

since those three years.
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75.11 Trotsky once made the incisive remark that the only way you can tell the truth is

by a comparison of the lies. While you may never be able to find out who is lying more,

you can come close to the relations between two liars. We may never know, for instance,

what the truth of one human is, or another, but we can discern a lot abut the relations

between them. We may be able to say with some certainty, “They hate each other,” or

“Isn’t it extraordinary how they love each other?” This is because we can feel the

relation.
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Too many Americans don't know that style refers to more than your clothing. I

confess I had to learn the real meaning of the word. It took me up to the year I was

writing Advertisements for Myself, when I began to recognize how truly curious it was

to write in the first person. Now, many, many writers good and bad had been living in

the first person for centuries before I came to this remarkable conclusion that the first

person was not a routine nor automatic way to write. It's a very interesting and exciting

mode of literary being, with huge, sometimes crippling, limitations and you really do

have to understand it as such. Especially if you're dealing with your own presence.

Nothing is more difficult than to become comfortable writing about yourself in the first

person. It's highly unnatural. Because "I" is only about a third of any human being. "I"

may be the ego, but you do get into all sorts of places where you want "one" to talk about

other aspects of oneself. Or even second person, you, employed as if it is the first person:

"You get up, you brush your teeth, you feel lousy this morning." (In the first period of

awakening, you can feel like some vague entity slightly outside yourself.) And then there

is the third person when used as a substitute for "I" as I—that is, Norman Mailer—did in

The Armies of the Night. Using the third person for oneself may be a special condition,

but it is legitimate because there is a part of us that is superior to ourselves, the person

who observes us carefully even as we're doing things. That is the person who is always

saying, "Oh, we're not doing too well right now, are we?" A wonderful voice. Because

it enables you to treat yourself as one more character in a field of characters.
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Style is a reflection of identity. Given a firm sense of oneself, you can create a

consistent style. But should your identity change, so will the style go through a shift.

Illness, tragedy, huge frustration, age itself are bound to alter your identity.

And, of course, one's subject matter will affect your style. A journalistic voice

certainly can get into the style of a good many topical novels. But then, you wouldn't

want Henry James to describe the life of Gary Gilmore. There is such a vice as too much

style. For what Henry James wanted to do, his mode of writing was ideal. He had

learned before anyone else knew, that polite social life, despite its ridiculous and/or its

exaggerated aspects, also presented a spectrum of small options present at every moment.

In social life, a person often chooses among three or four equally agreeable alternatives,

even to making the choice of being a little warmer or a little cooler than he or she

originally expected to be toward a given person. James had an extraordinary sense of that

unforseen vibration in the almost wholly expected, and he created a fictional world out of 

such insight, a world that depended altogether on his command of his style.
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On a given night, I was in a small Paris hotel room when I couldn't sleep The

room was tiny, the double bed took up almost all the floor, and you could break your toe

trying to walk around it, the room was that small. I didn't want to go rummaging in my

suitcase for a book, so I picked up a Gideon Bible (in English!) on my bedside table and

started reading. I hadn't looked at the New Testament for 30 or 40 years, but I

remembered a man named Fulton Oursler who once did a book called The Greatest

Story Ever Told. He sold a million-plus copies as I recall. Now, perusing the Gospels

themselves, I thought, well, this may be the greatest story ever told, but it is certainly told

abominably. Sayings popped out of the text that were worthy of Shakespeare, but much

in the double columns was baldly, badly, insufficiently described. A limp, often ungainly

prose pronged with a number of golden nuggets. I thought, there have got to be a

hundred novelists in the world who can do a better job. I'm one of them.

I became intrigued with the notion. When I thought of all the hypocrites and

corruptibles and power-seekers who had been living with the Gospel for centuries, using

it for their own high-octane purposes, standing foursquare on any gnomic chunk of text

they could use to abet their aims, I decided why not just tell the story? It is, in fact, a

fascinating one. The narrative keel is mind-boggling. We are dealing with a man who is

obliged to recognize through the evidence itself that he is the son of God. The difficulty

of such a book would be to write about a man who was considerably nicer than myself.

That is never easy. To fashion a character who is meaner than yourself—a piece of cake.

But to do someone who is better? Well, Jean Malaquais once remarked that you can 
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write about any character but one. Who, I asked, and he said, "A novelist who's more

talented than yourself."

I thought, this is the test. Not that Jesus was a novelist, far from it, but he

certainly possessed a nobler nature than mine. Still, I thought, OK, I will try it. The

problems are so interesting.

I decided he had to be more of a man than a god, an existential man, dominated by

a huge cloud hanging over him. It is that he is the son of God. He doesn't feel worthy of

that, but he is ready to do his best every step of the way. Not in command of every

situation, but doing his best. And he does have some startling successes. Amd God does

help him.

In the beginning, the style was too Biblical. Moreover, I had to decide whether to

travel in first person or third. First person would have everyone saying: "There's Mailer,

world class egomaniac. Does he now think he's Jesus Christ? What a pompous ass!

What a totally unpleasant human being!" I thought that's the bad side of it, but at least I

can avoid the larger mistake of doing it in the third person. Because that would have to

get mixed up with the Gospels, and the reader would wonder, "Is this sentence from the

New Testament or has it been added?" That's going to make for a disagreeable page-

examining experience. All right, then. First person. Damn the torpedoes, first person.

It became interesting. If it was too Biblical in the beginning, I did have a very

tough editor who was totally irreligious, Jason Epstein,. A rationalist if ever there was

one. He was appalled that I was writing this book. We're friends, but he's one tough

editor. And he's always either absolutely right or absolutely wrong, which is rare for 
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editors. With him, you have to make a quick decision. Where is he todayt? I concluded

on this occasion, that, yes, the style was too Biblical.

After which, it was relatively easy. The book was short enough for me to go

through seven variations on style. I had to find the balance between a Biblical rhythm

and a contemporary one. Something that would not inflict a Biblical grip on you, yet

keep the echo. Before I was done, it took a year.
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If you write in the first person, you gain much in terms of immediacy but lose

insight because you can't move into other peoples' heads. Not without twisting the form.

The Deer Park underlined the difficulty. At one point, the man who was telling

the story stated that he was shifting from first person to third. He was now old enough,

went his claim, to understand people he had not understood before. Because he now had

more of an idea of how they think, he would write about them in third person.

In first person, the style has to be altogether tuned to the man who's telling the

story. (Only once did I try having a woman tell the story. And that was Marilyn Monroe

in Of Women and their Elegance.)

When your narrator is a man, the key choice is not how bright he is, because

however bright, he can't be smarter than you are. That's easy. You dumb him down to

taste, or bring him up to your level. The real question is how tough is he? Do you have

the inner sanction to create a man who's braver and tougher than yourself? The answer is

yes. You can do that by exercising your imagination on how you might act if you were

that much more of a man. I don't know, however, if I can answer the question for an

author who's female. Can she, for example, write about a woman who is more sensitive

than herself? Probably not. She could write about a woman who uses her sensitivity and

sensibility more than herself, because she, the author, can then use all the frustrated times

in her existence when the sensitivity and sensibility she possessed were not appropriate to

a harsh occasion. Following question: Can a woman write about another woman more 
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passionate than herself? Probably. Ot a woman who's colder than herself? Without

doubt.

In the third person, there's a different set of difficulties.

In third person, you are God—well, of course, not God, but one of the angels or

demi-urges. Nonetheless, there you are, ready to see into everyone's mind. While there

are two kinds of third person—point-of-view third person where you remain in one

character's mind, but are still writing from above, and the major vein of third person

where you enter everyone's head. That's hard to do. Hard to get over the embarrassment

of obviously being able to enter certain people's minds with more skill than others. That

kind of Olympian third person, that Tolstoyan presence, needs experience, confidence,

irony, and lordly detachment. When you can do it, however, hurrah. Most of the great

novels achieve that tone. Just about all the great novels of the 19U‘ century.
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I won't read a good novel while I'm writing a book. It's equal to working on a car,

with all the parts out on the garage floor, when some bastard goes by in a Ferrari.

Besides, when I read something good, I want to write criticism. I want to tell where I

think the author is terrific and where he or she is lacking. If readers are blowing it up too

high, I may feel, "It's good but not that good—let's get into it." So it can be immensely

distracting. Your mind settles on the book you read, rather than the one you’re supposed

to be working on. So your tendency is to protect yourself. Stendahl, for instance, used to

peruse the Code Napoleon in the loo every day before he'd start to write. I read the New

York Times.

Now I didn't always follow that rule. When I was doing The Naked and the Dead,

I used to pick up Thomas Wolfe and Tolstoy. I didn't read them every day but they were

on my writing desk and they were perfect for what I needed. Tolstoy, particularly. The

tone of Anna Karenina was wonderful for The Naked and the Dead. And then there was

Thomas Wolfe to steam up the descriptions. If I needed a tropical sunset or how the

jungle smelled, I had Wolfe. For the characters, Tolstoy.

The Naked and the Dead offered a good, workmanlike prose and wonderful

material. You don't always need a style. Just for certain books. Henry James, without

his unique style, is hopeless. But if The Naked and the Dead had had a more developed

style, it might have been less of a novel.

It's a book written by an amateur, and so it has all the virtues of such a book. It's

daring; it hardly knows what it's getting into. If I were to write it today, it would take me 
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three to five times as long because I'd suffer at the number of novelistic taboos I was

violating. You can transgress any taboo but you have to contemplate the possible price.

You don't, for instance, violate point of view without pondering the loss of your

novelistic integrity.
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Finding one's own style is usually elusive in the beginning. While it certainly

helps to develop a unique style, first you have to learn how to write. I remember one time

when Nelson Algren was giving his writing class in Chicago, and invited me to sit in. He

read a story by one of the kids while I was there. Pure third-rate Hemingway. The guy

didn't have much talent to begin with, but after all, this was a writing class. So,

afterward, I said to Nelson, "Why did you pay that much attention? He was just copying

Hemingway." And Algren who was about ten years older than me and knew that much

more about such things, said, "You know, these kids are better off if they attach

themselves to a writer and start imitating him because they learn a lot doing that. If

they're any good at all, sooner or later they'll get rid of the other style and begin to have

their own. But first, they have to get attached to somebody." That was useful.

Over the years I found that, yes, how much I wanted have my own style. All the

writers I respected had one, particularly Hemingway, Faulkner, and Fitzgerald

On the other hand, it takes so long. Style is finally a set of decisions on which

word is valuable and what is not in every sentence you write. That's an element. Another

is the overall consistency of the style. You have writers who are exceptionally talented

but are still what I would call amateurs. The most notable example would be a writer as

highly gifted as Toni Morrison. Her style can shift from chapter to chapter—her strength

is not there. She can write beautifully for pages, but by the next chapter dawdle along in

pedestrian mode. It violates what she is at her best, her distinctive voice, her distinctive

insights.
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One example I always give to a writing class. A very young writer sits on a park

bench with his girl. He kisses her. He's only seventeen. He's never had such a kiss

before. That evening he writes, "'I love you,' he said, 'I love you,' she said." He stops,

lays down his pen and says, "I'm a great writer!"

When you're in a good mood, your immediate experience can be too real, too

alive, to be put directly into language. You have to wait. When you're in a bad mood, 

none of it can seem worth doing.
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The art of good writing is you finally get to a place where you say what you

wanted to say in a way that only you can. Because there's no good saying what you want

to say in a way anyone else could. Needless to say, this has to happen by itself. You

cannot force it.
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LS: You used a wonderful phrase I want you to elaborate on: "the tensile strength of a

sentence."

NM: Yes. That you can learn from a writing course.

LS: Tell me what you mean by the tensile strength.

NM: You can't change a single word. What is tensile strength? It is that all the

components are working together, so you can't change a single word.
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Good dialogue depends in a subtle bounce. Rules won't help you; you need an

ear. There has to be something in the next speech that is like the previous one, yet subtly

different. But I don't even want to talk about dialogue. Some people have marvelous

dialogue, some don't, but it's only one aspect of writing, it's not the aspect...

I don't think you can teach it. Most kids who have some talent start off with good

dialogue because that comes naturally, they have a good ear. It's there and they have fun.

People hear their stories and they laugh and that's the beginning of being a writer. Those

who are not gifted in that direction are, hopefully, endowed with more philosophy or 

good language.
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Hemingway suffered from the honorable need to be the equal of his characters,

particularly since he usually wrote in the first person. It's very hard to write in the first

person about someone who's stronger or braver than yourself because it can get

vainglorious. It's often uncomfortable. But you have to be able to do it. Because if you

keep every character down to your own level, or lower, you do not take on large subjects.

You need people more heroic than yourself, more enterprising, less timid, sexier, more

romantic, more tragic. You've got to be able to make people greater than yourself and not

be ashamed of the damnable fact that the "I" who is being promoted is giving a false

picture of yourself to all those readers who predictably assume that the author is the man

they are encountering in the first person.
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Working on The Executioner's Song, I came to the realization that God is a better

novelist than the novelists. I had encountered an incredible story. It had actually

happened. If I had conceived it, the work would have been more dramatic but less true. I

learned that the way things work in life is not the way they work in my novels. Which

is, my novels up to then. It would have been obscene to me to have a novel with two

really fascinating characters who didn't come together and have a fascinating scene.

Whereas, what I discovered in The Executioner's Song was that the characters I was most

interested in hardly ever came together and when they did, the results were often

disappointing. But what would happen occasionally, after all the frustrations of all the

putative dramatic events that were not eventful, was that something else would happen

which was larger than anything I could conceive of. (Like Gary's letter to Nicole that

makes her fall wholly in love with him again.)

And I thought, yes, that is what life is like. We go through years of living the

rough small events that we hoped would be larger events and then—wham! Something

big! It changes everything. Getting a sense of that, put a certain modesty into my 

aesthetic.
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It might be useful to talk about the practical problems involved in writing a novel,

by which I mean the set of psychological stances that you get into in the course of

working on one book for a year or two. I remember when I was in college and writing a

novel, the great problem I had was (I ran into a phrase by Henry James) "the keeping up."

It's a problem you face when you're young. The novel tends to change too quickly, which

is one of the reasons why people in college often tend to write short stories and stay away

from longer fiction. Good short story writers often blow up when they start a novel.

They'll have a good first chapter, but the second chapter just seems to go off, and they 

never get it back.
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Speaking of The Naked and the Dead, I haven't thought of Hearn's death in years.

Really, it is a shocking death. I must say, I stole it directly from E.M. Forster, in The_

Longest Journey. He created a character who was most alive for the reader, then

destroyed him on the next page. Like a rifle shot. You get an idea what a gun is like at

that point. In my book it may have been too big a price to pay, because the denouement

of the novel was sacrificed. I don't think I was aware of the size of the problem. Today

I'd be much more alert to that. If I did the book over again today, I might have kept

Heam alive until the very end, and it might have been a phonier book as a result. One of

the things you always have trouble with when you talk about "true" or "not true," is, of

course, the relative truth of the novel. In a way, if you get a fairly good novel going, then

you have a small universe functioning, and this universe lives or does not live in relation

to its own scheme of cause and effect. In Kafka's writing, he creates worlds that are

absolutely true. You can say practically every sentence ina Kafka story is true to the

story.

Looking back on it, I can give you a good and bad motive that I had for killing

Heam at that point. The good motive is that it was a powerful way to show what death is

like in war. The shoddy motive was that I wasn't altogether sure in my heart that I knew

what to do with him, or knew how to bring him off. I think that I truly work on impulse

in all of my writing. That's why I don't like to plan too far ahead. It makes it almost

impossible for one of your characters to go through a dramatic shift of heart because it's 
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going to violate your larger scheme. It's better if the larger scheme comes into focus at 

the very last moment.
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A student once asked me, "When you were young, was there a mentor around to

tell you that if it felt good, go with it; or did you have your doubts and just write your

way through it? Didn't you sometimes get your head turned around by all the different

forces working on you? Or were you aware, maybe instinctively, of what to do?"

As I recall, I said that I think I probably had a certain urgency about writing

because it seemed to me that it was the only thing I could do well. There is a great

tendency then to follow your own instincts, because that's all you've got. Let me amplify

this. Your instinct could be dead wrong. In other words, you could write a book with a

powerful sense of inner conviction. You could finish, and a year or two later, look at it

and say, "How could I have so deluded myself? This is awful." This inner experience,

this instinct can betray you, but you still have to go with it. Very often the instinct sees

some light at the end of the tunnel, but that's because you've been trapped in a situation

where your creative energies just can't get together. Now, at last, you've found a way to

work. You may be writing out some very bad tendencies in yourself, but this can be

good, too. You might be feeling happy because some you're going to be done with that 

stupid side of yourself. That's what the enthusiasm can be about.
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Rewriting is where your experience comes in. The more you rewrite, the better

you get at it. There comes a point where you may feel on the declining side of your

powers. At this point, if you've become one of the best editors in town, then those

delcining powers may seem much less weak to others than to yourself. That's because

you know how to get the maximum out of what you have done. The only way to do this

when you're young is to go through your work in every mood. You have to have the

courage to look at it when you're in a terrible mood, ready to destroy it. If at that point,

something still comes through, then at least you have the assurance that it has to be pretty

good, at least to you. And then, of course, it very good to read things at the top of your

feelings, way up, to see what the maximum is. If nothing else, all this gives you a

tolerance for the extraordinary spectrum of reactions you get in the classroom. You

realize that the people that hate your work aren't necessarily evil, and the people who love 

your stuff are not altogether illustrious.
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There's an awful lot of research in doing an historical novel but the trick is to

digest it. The most difficult thing is to avoid that awful stance where you say, "Hello, I'm

Saint-Simon and I'm at the court of Louis XIV and Madame de Maintenon is very angry

this morning." You have to get to that point of view in your writing where you say to

yourself, "Madame de Maintenon does not quite know that she's the Madame de

maintenon that we know through Saint-Simon. She sees herself as someone other."

That's what you're trying to get in an historical novel, and it's very difficult.

Anachronisms come in with every page.
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If you find some theme that keeps you working, don't question it. Let that theme

be sufficient to fuel your work. If you start using the value judgments of others, you're

never going to get much done. The thing to remember is that there's nobody anymore

who can tell us how to live. Nobody knows the answer. If I find something is

stimulating to me and arousing my energy, that's fine, I'll trust it. If you're a serious

young writer and find that you're writing, my God, don't listen to what anyone else says,

write your book. There probably is a deeper truth than you'll ever know in the fact that

you're able to work so well. Of course, you could be writing in absolutely the wrong

direction. You could be doing a dreadful book. You could be, let's take an extreme

example, flirting with something that justifies Hitler and you say to yourself, "What am I

doing? I'm a monster. Why am I writing this book?" Who knows? In the process of

creating such a work you might reawaken civilization to the fact that they're getting kind

of casual and complacent about Hitler. You see, you won't know the results of your

action. The greatest vanity, the thing that has poisoned Marxist literature for decades, is

that they assume writers can affect the population profoundly in ways that are

foreseeable, and therefore writers should work like scientists.

But, no matter what you find yourself writing about, if it's giving you enough

energy to continue, then the work bears a profound relationship to you at that point and so

you don't question it.
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If you can, I think it's a good idea to work as if you're a farmer and rotate your

crops. If you write a novel that's factual and realistic and big, awfully close to what

happened, then it's probably a good idea that your next novel be as fanciful as possible.

That way you're rotating the crops in your brain.



ML excrpts, Craft final 1 4/29/02 28

When I work on a novel, I don't like to know the end. I'm happier finding things

out at the point of a pencil. I think if you solve the problem of how a chapter's going to

end in the shower, then you're not as well off as if you get to it while writing. I felt this

with The Executioner's Song. While I knew the story, I saw this as a hazard. I wanted

the book to read as if we did not know the ending. I didn't want to be aware of too amny

future details, because this would tend to make me curve what was happening to my

characters at the place where I had them. I would understand too well their relation to 

what was going to happen later.
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I can't pretend I've never been asked when the idea of using a hornet's nest to

thwart the climbers in The Naked and the Dead came to me. In truth, the idea was there

before I wrote the first sentence of the book. The incident happened to my

reconnaissance platoon on the most ambitious patrol I ever took with them. They sent

out thirty of us to locate and destroy one hundred Japanese marines, but we did get stuck

climbing one hell of an enormous hill with a mean slimy trail, and when we were almost

up to the ridge, somebody kicked over a hornet's nest. Half the platoon went tearing up

the hill, and the machine gun squad behind us went flying down to the valley. We never

did find each other again that day. We just slunk back to our bivouac.

There are some who feel it was not a satisfactory device, but I think I'd do it the

same way again. War is disproportions, and the hornet's nest seemed a perfect

disproportion to me. We were ready to lose our lives but we weren't up to getting stung 

by a hornet.
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Young writers are obsessed with finding a style. Yet, a really good style comes

only when a man has become as good as he can be. Style is character. A good style

cannot come from a bad, undisciplined character. Now, a man may be evil, but I believe

that people can be evil in their essential natures and still have good characters. Good in

the sense of being well-tuned. They can have characters which are flexible, supple,

adaptable, principled in relation to their own good or evil—even an evil man can have

principles—he can be true to his own evil, which is not so easy, either. I think good style

is a matter of rendering out of oneself all the cupidities, all the cripplings, all the

velleities. And then I think one has to develop one's physical grace. Writers who are

possessed of some physical grace may tend to write better than writers who are physically 

clumsy. It's my impression this is so. I don't know that I'd care to attempt to prove it.
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I think formal problems exist in inverse proportion to one's honesty. You get to

the rpoblem of getting someone out of the room when there's something false about the

scene.
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Up to now, I've not liked writing about people who are close to me because

they're too difficult to do. Their private reality obviously interferes with the reality one is

trying to create. They become alive not as creatures in your imagination but as actors in

your life. And so they seem real while you work but you're not working their reality into

your book. For example, it's not a good idea to try to put your wife into your novel. Now

your latest wife, anyway. In practice, I prefer to draw a character from someone I hardly 

know.
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The question goes: how do you turn a real person into a fictional one? If I have

an answer, it is that I try to put the model in situations which have very little to do with

his real situations in life. Very quickly, the model disappears. His private reality can't

hold up. For instance, I might take somebody who is a professional football player, a

man, let's say, whom I know sort of slightly, and turn him into a movie star. In a

transposition of this sort, everything which relates particularly to the professional football

player quickly disappears, and what is left, curiously, is what is exportable in his

character. But this process while interesting in the early stages is not as exciting as the

more creative act of allowing your characters to grow once they're separated from the

model. It's when they become almost as complex as one's own personality that the fine

excitement begins. Because they're not really characters any longer—they're beings,

which is a distinction I like to make. A character is someone you can grasp as a whole,

you can have a clear idea of him, but a being is someone whose nature keeps shifting.

Like a character of Forster's. In The Deer Park, Lulu Meyers is a being rather than a

character, If you study her closely, you will see that she is a different person in every

scene. Just a little different. I don't know whether initially I did this by accident or

purposefully, but at a certain point I made the conscious decision not to try to straighten

her out, she seemed right in her change-ableness.
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I am not sure it is possible to describe the experience of novel-writing

authentically, it may be that it is not an experience. It may be more like a relation, if you

will—a continuing relation between a man and his wife. You can't necessarily speak of

that as an experience because it may consist of several experiences braided together; or it

may consist of many experiences which are all more or less similar, or indeed it may

consist of two kinds of experiences which are antagonistic to one another. Throughout all

of this I've spoken of characters emerging. Quite often they don't emerge; they fail to

emerge. And what one's left with is the dull compromise which derives from two kinds

of experience warring with one another within oneself. A character who should have

been brilliant is dull. Or even if a character does prove to be first-rate, it's possible you

should have done twice as much with him, three times as much. A book takes on its own

life in the writing. It has its laws; it becomes a creature to you after a while. One feels a

bit like a master who's got a fine animal. Very often, I'll feel a certain shame for what

I've done with a novel. I won't say it's the novel that's bad; I'll say it's I who was bad.

Almost as if the novel did not really belong to me, as if it were something raised by me

like a child. I know what's potentially beautiful in my novel, you see. Very often after

I've done the novel I realize that the beauty I recognize in it is not going to be perceived

by the reader. I didn't succeed in bringing it out. It's very odd—it's as though I had let

the novel down, owed it a duty which I didn't fulfill.
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By now, I'm a bit cynical about craft. I think there's a natural mystique in the

novel which is more important than craft. One is trying, after all, to capture reality, and

that is extraordinarily and exceptionally difficult. I think craft is merely a series of way­

stations. I think of craft as being like a St. Bernard dog with that little bottle of brandy

under his neck. Whenever you get into real trouble, the thing that can save you as a

novelist is to have enough craft to be able to keep warm long enough to be rescued. Of

course this is exactly what keeps good novelists from becoming great novelists. Robert

Penn Warren might have written a major novel is he hadn't had just that extra little bit of

craft to get him out of all the trouble in All the King's Men. If Penn Warren hadn't

known anything about Elizabethan literature, the true Elizabethan in him might have

emerged. I mean, he might have written a fantastic novel. As it was, he knew enough

about craft to use it as an escape hatch. And his plot degenerated into a slambang of exits

and entrances, confrontations, tragedies, quick wails and woe. But he was really forcing

an escape from the problem which was the terror of confronting a reality that might open

into more and more anxiety and so present a deeper and deeper view of the abyss. Craft

protects one from facing those endless expanding realities of deterioration and

responsibility. The terror, let us say, of being reborn as something much less noble or

something much more ignoble. I think this sort of terror depresses us profoundly.

Which may be why we throw up our enormous evasions—such a craft. Indeed, I think

this adoration of craft, this specific respect for craft makes a church of literature for that 
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vast number of writers who are somewhere on the spectrum between mediocrity and

talent.
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I think it's important for a writer to keep in shape. But it's hard to talk about.

Harry Greb, for example, was a fighter who used to keep in shape. He was completely a

fighter, the way one might wish to be completely a writer. He always did the things

which were necessary to him as a fighter. Now, some of these things were extremely

irrational, that is, extremely irrational from a prize-fight manager's point of view. That is,

before he had a fight he would go to a brothel, and he would have two prostitutes, not

one, taking the two of them into the same bed. And this apparently left him feeling like a

wild animal. Don't ask me why. Perhaps he picked the two meanest whores in the joint

and so absorbed into his system all the small, nasty, concentrated evils that had

accumulated from carloads of men. Greb was known as the dirtiest fighter of his time.

He didn't have much of a punch but he could spoil other fighters and punish them, he

knew more dirty tricks than anyone around. This was one of his training methods and he

did it over and over again until he died at a relatively early age of a heart attack, on an

operating table. I think he died before he was thirty-eight. They operated on him, and

bang, he went. Nothing could be done.

But the point I make is that he stayed in training by the way he lived his life. The

element which was paramount in it was to keep in shape. If he were drinking, you see,

the point was to keep in shape while drinking. I'm being a touch imprecise... Put it this

way: He would not drink just to release his tension. Rather, what went on was that there

was tensiion in him which was insupportable so he had to drink. But reasoning as a

professional, he felt that if he had to drink, he might as well use that too. In the sense that 
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the actor uses everything which happens to him, so Greb as a fighter used everything

which happened to him. As he drank he would notice the way his body moved. One of

the best reasons one drinks is to become aware of the way your mind and body move.

Now let me apply this to craft.

It is a grab-bag of procesures, tricks, lore, formal gymnastics, symbolic

superstructures, methodology in short. It's the compendium of what you've acquired from

others. And since great writers communicate a vision of experience, one can't usually

borrow their methods. Their method is married to the vision. Therefore, one acquires

craft more from good writers and mediocre writers with a flair. Craft, after all, is what

you can take out whole from their work. But keeping in shape is something else. For

example, you can do journalism, and it can be terrible for your style. Or it can temper

your style... in other words, you can become a better writer by doing a lot of different

kinds of writing. Or you can deteriorate. There's a book came out a few years ago which

was a sociological study of some Princeton men—I forget the name of it. One of them

said something which I thought was extraordinary. He wanted to perform the sexual act

under every variety of condition, emotion and mood available to him. I was struck with

this not because I ever wanted necessarily to have that kind of sexual life, but because it

seemed to me that was what I was trying to do with my writing. I try to go over my work

in every conceivable mood. I edit on a spectrum which runs from the high clear manic

impressions of a drunk which has made one electrically alert, all the way down to the

soberest reaches of depression where I can hardly bear my words. By the time I'm done

with writing I care about, I usually have worked on it through the full spectrum of my 
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consciousness. If you keep yourself in this peculiar kind of shape, the craft will take care

of itself. Craft is very little finally. But if you're continually worrying about whether

you're growing or deteriorating as a man, whether your integrity is turning soft or firming

itself, why, then, it in that slow war, that slow rearguard battle you fight against

diminishing talent that you stay in shape as a writer and have a consciousness. You

develop a consciousness as you grow older which enables you to write about anything, in

effect, and write about it well. That is, provided you keep your consciousness in shape

and don't relax into the flabby styles of thought which surround one everywhere. The

moment you borrow other writers' styles of thought, you need craft to shore up the walls.

But if what you write is a reflection of your own consciousness, then even journalism can

become interesting. One wouldn't want to spend one's life at it, and I wouldn't ever want

to be caught justifying journalism as a major activity (it’s obviously less interesting than

to write a novel), but it's better, I think, to see journalism as a venture of one's ability to

keep in shape than to see it as an essential betrayal of the chalice of your literary art.

Of course, it's virtually as if writers are there to be ruined. Look at the list:

booze, pot, too much sex, too much failure in one's private life, too much attrition, too

much recognition, too little recognition, frustration. Nearly everything in the scheme of

things works to dull a first-rate talent. But the worst probably is cowardice—as one gets

odder, one becomes aware of one's cowardice, the desire to be bold which once was a joy

gets heavy with caution and duty. And finally there's apathy. About the time it doesn't

seem too important any more to be a great writer, you know you've slipped far enough

now to be doing your work on the comeback trail.
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The hardest thing for an older writer to decide is whether he's burned out or

merely lying fallow. I was ready to think I was burned out before I even started The

Naked and the Dead.


