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1, GENRE
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GENRE

Genre, as used here, is an excursion into a few of the art forms available to the 

novelist other than non-fiction or literary criticism. Where the average good novelist is 

television, studies of the occult, and, for a few of us, forays into art criticism.

content to stick to his or her last—eertainly that is tricky enough^-stilHt is hard by now

to be a good novelist without feeling attracted to such other venues as journalism, 

Certain human relations are comparable to literary forms. For instance, the one-nic^A^

stand is like a poem, good or bad. The affair that does not go on forever is equal to a 

short story. By this logic, marriage is a novel. In a short story, we’re interested in the 

point that's made. In a novekwe usually follow the way people move from drama to

boredom back to drama again, and, of course, marriage is the paradigm for that. Our

interest is not so much in the given ««■ "inr/p given night/but in the way the

new imder^R^gX^contirmed or eroded over the weeks or months that follow. The 

narrative line of wedlock is, in that sense, good days and bad ones. And most people

seem to prefer to live in this form^just as there are people who prefer to live in the form

of the short story. Psychopaths, in their turn, have lives that consist of poems, mostly 

bummers.
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Journalism is another matter. For that, we will need other metaphors.

Centuries from now, the moral intelligence of another time may look in horror on

the history implanted into ^wentieth^entury people by way of newsprint. A deadening

of the collective brain has been one consequence. Another is the active warping of

consciousness in any leader whose actions are consistently in the papers, for he has been

obliged to learn how to speak only in quotable and self-protective remarks. He has also

had to learn not to be too interesting since his ideas would then be garbled and his

manner criticized. Some men never could learn, Eugene McCarthy for one, and so their

careers did not prosper in proportion to their courage and their wit Of course, those

stalwarts who learned how to respect the limitations of the reporter may never hav had a

serious thought again. In order to communicate with the communicators, they gave up

any hint of private philosophy.

z *7 /
I began forays into journalism with prejudices for how the materials of 

history were gathered. I also possessed the large advantage that I had weeks to ponder

over what I had seen and nearly enough days in which to do the writing. I also had a

literary heritage to remind me that the world is not supposed to be reassembled by panels 
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of prefabricated words. Rather, I was a novelist. It was expected of me to see the world

with my own eyes and my own words. See it by the warp or stance of my character.

Which if it could collect some integrity might be called a style. I enlisted then on my

side of an undeclared war between those modes of perception called journalism and

fiction. When it came to accuracy, I was on the side of fiction. I thought fiction could

bring us closer to the truth than journalism, which is not to say one should make up facts

when writing a story about real people. I would endeavor to get my facts as scrupulously

as a reporter. (At the least!) The difference would be found elsewhere. Journalism

assumes the truth of an event can be found by the use of principles^wlui^go back to

Descartes. (A political reporter has a fixed view of the world; you may plot it on axes

which run right to left on the horizontal and down from honesty to corruption on the

vertical.) Indeed, the real premise of journalism is that the best instrument for measuring 

history is a faceless, even a mindless recorder. Whereas the writer of fiction is closer to

the moving world of Einstein. There the velocity of the observer is as crucial to the

measurement as any object observetj^or-ligtion probably makes the secret assumption^

^hnt we learn the truth through a comparison ofrhe4i«8,since we are obliged to receive

the majority of our experience at second hand through parents, friends, mates, lovers,

enemies, and the journalists who report it to us. So our best chance of improving those

private charts of our own most complicated lives, our unadmitted maps of reality^our

very comprehension, if you will, of the way existence works^-seems to profit us most if

we can have some little idea, at least, of the warp of the observer who passes on the

experience. Fiction, as I use the word, is then that reality which does not cohere to
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anonymous axes of fact but is breathed in through the swarm of our male and female

movements about one another, a novelistic assumption, for don’t we perceive the truth of
a novel as its events pass through the personality of the wnter?^Ve tend to know, in our

unconscious at leastj^bythe time we have finished a stor^Avhere we think the author is

most to be trusted and where in secret we suspect he is more ignorant than ourselves.

That is the flavor of fiction. We observe the observer. Maybe that is why there is less

dead air in fiction and usually more light. It is because we have the advantage of seeing

p a photograph^of a range of hills
around a comer, and that is aesthetically^

when the sunset offers its backlighting to the contours. Be certain the journalistic

flashbulb is better for recording the camage of an auto crash. But little else.

The excerpt that follows is part of a piece written for Esquire in 1961 and so, of

course, is out of date, but, I will avow-Linterestingly so. The surface details have gone

through a metamorphosis. The noise in one press room of a hundred working typewriters

is no longer present since computers and laptops are silent. Large events no longer have

Las Vegas set the new tone. And the reporters are much better dressed. The deadlines

long banks of telephones for the assembled joumalists-J-cell phones substitute. The

hotels no longer smell like cigars, or armpits, or feet. They are usually new and glitzy.

are now in many a case more extended and the writing in the pieces has improved. Yet

in one fundamental way, nothing has changed in the profession^ The inner death of the

soul is still there.
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Remember the old joke about the three kinds of intelligence: human, animal, and

military? Well, if there are three kinds of writers^novelists, poetsand reporters^lhere is

certainly a gulf between the poet and the novelist^quite apart from the kind of living they

make, poets invariably seem to be aristocrats, usually spoiled beyond repair; and

novelists-!—even if they make a million or have large talenv—look to have something of

the working class about them. Maybe it is the drudgery, the long, obsessive inner life, the

day-to-day monotony of applying themselves to the middle of the same continuing job, or

perhaps it is the business of being unappreciated at home-^has anyone met a novelist

who is happy with the rugged care provided by his wife?

Now, of course, I am tempted to round the image out and say reporters belong to

the middle class. Only I do not know if I can push the analogy: Taken one by one, it is

true that reporters tend to be hardheaded, objective, and unimaginative. Their

intelligence is sound but unexceptional, and they have the middle-class penchant for

collecting tales, stories, legends, accounts of practical jokes, details of negotiation, bits of

memoir-L-all those capsules of fiction which serve the middle class as a substitute for

O \ ethics and/or culture. Reporters, like shopkeepers, tend to be worshipful of the fact

whreh wins and so covers over the other facts. In the middle class, the remark, "He made

a lot of moneyt” ends the conversation. If you persist, if you try to point out that the

money was made by digging through his grandmother's grave to look for oil, you are met



243

with a middle-class shrug. "It's a question of taste whether one should get into the pastf

is the winning reply.

In his own person there is nobody more practical than a reporter. He exhibits the

same avidity for news which a businessman will show for money. No bourgeois will
hesitate to pick up a dollar, even if he is not fond of the man with whom he deals: so/a^

reporter will do a nice story about a type he dislikes/ora bad story about a figure he is

fond of. It has nothing to do with his feelings. There is a logic to news^^on a given day,

with a certain meteorological drift to the winds in the mass media, a story can only ride

along certain vectors. To expect a reporter to be true to the precise detail of the event is

kin to the sentimentality which asks a fast revolving investor to be faithful to a particular
A

stock in his portfolio when it is going down and his others are going up.

But here we come to the end of our image. When the middle class gather for a

club meeting or social function, the atmosphere is dependably dull, whereas ten reporters

come together in a room for a story are slightly hysterical, and two hundred reporters and

photographers congregated for a press conference are as void of dignity, even stuffed-up,

stodgy, middle-class dignity, as a slew of monkeys tearing through the brush. There is

reason for this, much reason; there is always urgency to get some quotation which is

usable for their storyfandafterward, find a telephone^ the habitat of a reporter, at its

worst, is identical to spending one's morning and evening transferring from the rush hour

of one subway train to the rush hour of another. In time, even the best come to remind

one of the rush hour. An old fight reporter is a sad sigh^he looks like an old prizefight

manager, which is to say he looks like an old cigar butt.
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Nor is this true only of sports reporters. They are gifted with charm compared to

political reporters who give off an effluvium whiel/is unadulterated cancer gulch. I do

not think I exaggerate. There is an odor to any Press Headquarters which is

unmistakable. One may begin by saying it is like the odor in small left-wing meeting

halls^except it is worse, far worse, for there is no poverty to put a guilt-free iron into the

nose; on the contrary, everybody is getting free drinks, free sandwiches, free news

releases. Yet there is the unavoidable smell of flesh burning quietly and slowly in the

service of a machine. Have any of you ever been through the smoking car of an old

coach early in the morning when the smokers sleep and the stale air settles into

congelations of gloom? Well, that is a little like the scent of Press Headquarters. Yet the

difference is vast, because Press Headquarters for any big American event is invariably a

large room in a large hotel, usually the largest room in the largest hotel in town. Thus it

is a commercial room in a commercial hotel. The walls must be pale green or pale pink,

dirty by now, subtly dirty like the toe of a silk stocking. (Which is incidentally the smell

of the plaster.) One could be meeting bureaucrats from Tashkent in the Palace of the

Soviets. One enormous barefaced meeting room, a twenty-foot banner up, a proscenium

arch at one end, with high Gothic windows painted within the arch-Lalmost never does a

window look out on the open air. (Hotels build banquet rooms on the inside of their

buildingsj7-it is the best way to fill internal space with revenue.)

The room is in fever. Two hundred, three hundred, I suppose even five hundred

reporters get into some of these rooms, there to talk, there to drink, there to bang away on

any one of fifty standard typewriters, provided by the people-en Public Relations who
T
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have set up this Press Headquarters. It is like being at a vast party in Limbo-^-there is

tremendous excitement, much movementand no sex at all. Just talk. Talk fed by
T

cigarettes. One thousand to two thousand cigarettes are smoked every hour. The mind

must keep functioning fast enough to offer up stories. (Reporters meet as in a

marketplace to trade their stories^—they barter an anecdote they cannot use about one of

the people in the event in order to pick up a different piec^which is usable by their

paper. It does not matter if the story is true or altogether not truejjt must merely be

suitable and not too mechanically libelous.) So they char the inside of their bodies in

order to scrape up news which can go out to the machine, that enormous machine, that

intellectual leviathian which is obliged to eat each day,' tidbits, gristle, gravel, garbage

cans, charlotte russe, old rubber tires, T-bone steaks, wet cardboard, dry leaves, apple

pie, broken bottles, dog food, shells, roach powder, dry ballfpoint pens, grapefruit juice.

All the trash, all the garbage, all the slop and a little of the wealth go out each day and

night into the belly of that old American goat, our newspapers.

So the reporters smell also of this work, they smell of the dishwasher and the

pots, they are flesh burning themselves very quietly and slowly in the service of a

machine which feeds goats, which feeds The Goat. One smells this collective odor on

the instant one enters their meeting room. It is not a corrupt smell, it does not have

enough of the meats, the savory, and the vitality of flesh to smell corrupt and fearful

when it is badtpo, it is more the smell of excessive respect for power, the odor of flesh

gutted by avidities which are electric and empty. I suppose it is the bleak smell one

could find on the inside of one's head during a bad cold, full of fever, badly used, burned
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out of mood. The physical sensation of a cold often is one of power trapped corrosively

inside, coils of strength being liquidated in some center of the self. The reporter hangs in

a powerless power-^his voice direction via the rewrite desk indirectly, reaches out to

millions of readers; the more readers he owns, the less he can say. He is forbidden by a

hundred censors, most of them inside himself, to communicate notions["which are not

conformistically simple, simple like plastic is simple, that is to say monotonous.

Therefore a reporter forms a habit equivalent to lacerating the flesh: Jie learns to write

what he does not naturally believe. Since he did not startpresumably with the desire to
'7' 'f'

be a bad writer or a dishonest writer, he ends by bludgeoning his brain into believing that

something which is half true is in fact—since he creates a fact each time he puts
A __

something into a newspaper-^nine-tenths true. A psyche is debauched-phis own; a false

fact is created. For which fact, sooner or later, inevitably, inexorably, the public will pay.

A nation which forms detail^opinions on the basis of detailed fact which is askew from

the subtle reality becomes a nation of citizens whose psyches are skewed, item by 

detailed item, away from any reality.

So great guilt clings to reporters. They know they help to keep America slightly

insane. As a result perhaps they are a shabby-looking crew. The best of them are the

shabbiest, which is natural if one thinks about jt-U sensitive man suffers from the
P

prosperous life of lies more than a dull man. In fact the few dudes one finds among

reporters tend to be semi-illiterates, or hatchet men, or cynics on two or three payrolls

who do restrained public relations in the form of news stories. But this is to make too

much of the extremes. Reporters along the middle of the spectrum are shabby, worried,
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powerful information a half hour to twenty-four hours before anyone else in America
A

knows it, not to mention the time clock ticking away in the vault of all those stories

which cannot be printed or will not be printed. It makes for a livid view of existence. It

is like an injunction to become hysterical once a day. Then they must write at lightning

speed. It may be heavy-fisted but true, it may be slick as a barnyard slide, it may be

great, it may be fill—what does it matter? The matter rides out like oats on a conveyor

belt, and the unconscious takes a ferocious pounding. Writing is of use to the psyche

only if the writer discovers something he did not know he knew in the act itself of

writing. That is why a few men will go through hell in order to keep writing^-Joyce and

Proust for example. Being a writer can save one from insanity or cancer; being a bad

writer can drive one smack into the center of the plague. Think of the poor reporterwho
not' '

does have the leisure of the novelist or the poet to discover what he thinks. The
X /

unconscious gives ^6, buries itself, leaves the writer to his clicheand saves the truth, or

the part of it the reporter is yet privileged to find, for his colleagues and his friends. A

good reporter is a man who must tell you the truth privately; he has bright harsh eyes and

can relate ten good stories in a row standing at a bar.

Still, they do not quit. The charge of adrenalinonce a day, that hyteria, that sense
r'

of power!ess/power close to the engines of histoiy—they can do without powerless/

power no more than a gentleman junkie on the main line can do without his heroin,

doctor. You see, a reporter is close to the action. He is not of the action, but he is close

to it, as close as a crab louse to the begetting of a child. One may never be President, but
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the photographer working for his paper has the power to cock a flashbulb and make the

eyes of JFK go blink!

However, it is not just this lead-encased seat near the radiations of power which

<2 .
keeps the reporter hooked on a drug of new news to start new adrenalin; it is also the

ride. It is the free ride. When we were children, there were those movies about

reporters; they were heroes. While chasing a lead, they used to leap across empty

elevator shafts, they would wrestle automatics out of mobsters' hands, and if they were

Cary Grant, they would pick up a chair and stick it in the lion's face, since the lion had

the peculiar sense to walk into the editor’s office. Next to being a cowboy or a private

eye, the most heroic activity in America was to be a reporter. Now journalism has

become an offshoot of the welfare state. Every last cigar-smoking fraud of a middle-

aged reporter, pale with prison pallor, deep lines in his cheeks, writing daily pietisms for

the sheet back home about free enterprise, is himself the first captive. It is the best free

ride anyone will find since he left his family's chest. Your room is paid for by the

newspaper, your trips to the particular spots attached to the event^-in this case, the

training camp at Elgin, Illinois, for Patterson, and the empty racetrack at Aurora Downs

chartered limousine. Who but a Soviet bureaucrat, a British

businessman, a movie star, or an American reporter would ride in a chartered limousine?

(They smell like funeral parlors.) Your typing paper is free if you want it; your seat at

the fight, or your ticket to the conventionis right there, under the ropes; your meals if you

get around to eating them are free, free sandwiches only, but then a reporter has a

stomach like shaving mug and a throat like a hog's trough: he couldn't tell steak tartare
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from guacamole. And the drinks-^jf you are at a big fighty-are without charge. If you
<-6"^ H r*

are at a political convention, there is no free liquor. But you do have a choice between

free PepsiTcola and free Coca-Cola. The principle seems to be that the reporting of

mildly psychotic actions-jj^such as those performed by poIiticiatTS^—should be made in

sobriety; whereas a sane estimate of an athlete's chances are neatest on booze. At a fight

Press Headquarters, the drinks are very free/and'the mood can even be half convivial.

It's like being in an Army outfit everyone's forgotten. You get your food, you get your

beer, you get your pay, the work is easy, and leave to town is routine. You never had it

so good-j^you're an infant again: you can grow up a second time and improve the job.

That's the half and half of being a reporter. One half is addiction, adrenalin,

anecdotelshopping, deadlines, dread, cigar smoke, lung cancer, vomit, feeding The Goat;

the other is Aloha, Tahiti, old friends, and the free ride to the eleventh floor of the

Sheraton-Chicago, Patterson-Liston Press Headquarters, everything free. Even your news

free. If you haven't done your homework, if you drank too late last night and missed the

last limousine out to Elgin or Aurora this morning, if there’s no poop of your own on

Floyd's speed or Sonny's bad mood, you can turn to the handouts given you in the Press

Kit. No need to do your own research. The Kit is part of the free list, an offering of facts

with a little love from the Welfare State.

It is so easy, so much is done for you, that you remember those days with

nostalgia. When you do get around to paying for yourself, it is a joy to buy your own

food, an odd smacking sensation to spring for a drink. It is the Welfare State which

makes the pleasure possible. When one buys all one's own drinks, the sensation of
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paying cash is without much joy, but to pay for a drink occasionally—that s near bliss.

Ah, journalism!

• (S

The problem of going out and searching for experience, I think, is true for very

young writers who just don't have enough to write about. There comes a point where you

say, "I want to be a write^I feel all the equipment of a writer^] feel the livid intelligence

of a writer but I don't really know enough." This is where journalism rears its ugly head.

It's very hard to enter strange places and leam a lot about them unless you have clout.

Kids get into journalism because the moment they flash a card that says they're a bona

fide reporter, people often start talking to them. Of course it's a false experience.

Hopefully, you develop a sense of how to filter this experience and correct it, refract it

into what experience might have been like if you hadn't had the peculiar advantage of

being a reporter.

I discovered this at the beginning of the Sixtieswhen I started doing journalism

and realized it was a marvelous way for me to work. It was vastly easier than trying to

write novels, and I was discouraged with the difficulty of writing fiction at that point. I

had run into the business of trying to tell a good story and yet say exceptional things

about the nature of the world and society, touch all the ultimates, and still have it read

like speed. I always had a terrible time finding my story in the novel. My stories were

always ending up begrounded. There I'd be in the middle of the dunes, no gas in the tank.

I loved journalism for a little while because it gave me what I'd always been weakest in_L
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exactly that, the story. Then I discovered that this was the horror of it. Audiences liked

it better. They'd all been following the same events you'd been seeing up close, and they
wanted interpretation. It was those critical faculties that were being called for/rather

than one's novelistic gifts. I must say I succumbed, and spent a good many years working

at the edge of journalism because it was so much easier.

■

During sports events and political conventions, reporters get together in the

evening to exchange stories. In effect, the average reporter gives away the stories that

his paper is not likely to print and gets other stories that other newspapers or magazines

are not interested in. In this media marketplace, everybody winds up using everybody

else’s stuff to some degree. What is worse, however, is that everybody usually arrives at

the same general interpretation. To wit, Jack Kennedy is a lightweight, Nelson
S'

Rockefeller is a wonderful guy. Whatever ik the interpretation is for that week-L-count
r>

on it—it will come out as gospel. So much political wisdom is a consensus of this
h

journalistic marketplace. At my end, possessing the confidence of a novelist, it was easy

to take the larger step of thinking that, yes, the way in which I see this event is likely to

be closer to the real story than the way they are seeing it. You can go a long way on that

confidence. It's banal to make the remark that all you have to do is look at what is going

on, but the trick is to be able to look. That is not easy for the average journalist whose

vision is curtailed by the unrelenting impositions, limitations, and urgencies of his job.



Almost always a reporter must give a false impression of an event. That is

because journalists cannot afford to have too much interest in the mood of an occasion,
C ho fip

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

certain elements of the event must be recorded as literally as possible. If a man is giving

tendency is to deaden future history into a gargantuan fact machine. One reason

a speech, his topic is of cardinal importance, and whatever quotations are taken from the

speech had best be given accuratelyj^although if you don’t know the tone of the speaker^

/peremptory, fumbling, thundering, hesitant, forthright, uneasy, etcl-you really know

very little. The journalistic assumption is that the additional stufPJll those nuances!-^

are not as crucial as the pretordained tenets one is programmed to obey. The long-term

would be dreadful if the novel died is that it is one of the few forms of Western

civilization that attempts to deal with the notion of whole experience.

capture the human wealth of the event. I also began to feel that the personality of the

One of the elements I knew was wrong is that all events had to be boiled down to,
''Hw Sq JI

let s say, three thousand words. I thought the trick was to expand, use 20,00& words,

narrator was probably as important as the event. Not that the narrator would be
important in his own person; it was not that I, Norman Mailer, could be a balance^veight

to the Democratic Convention of 1960^but rather that 1 did come in with a set of

prejudices. You, as the reader, couldn't begin to understand this event unless you knew
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enough about me to reflect upon my bias. Then the reader could say, "Oh/well, Mailer is

impossibly romantic," or "Norman is outrageously nihilistic," or, "He sure is a foof'-X

with that sense of superiority, the reader could thus relax sufficiently to enjoy his

interpretations of what I reported. It also occurred to me that that is the way we read.

We are always saying to ourselves, "Well, John Irving or Updike or Vonnegut'-^-or

whoever it is-k-"is very good here, but not so good on that." It brought me to a large but
“ /X • 1

obvious concIusion-^-objective reporting wa^ a myth. The reader was entitled to be

aware of the bent of the man or woman pretending to be that quintessential onymaKm;

the fair and accurate journalist.

On the other hand, journalism is easier to live with than a novel. Give me the 

the stature of Pavarotti to compose his own music. Journalism makes opera singers of

novelists. We've got the story, now all we've got to do is go in and show our vocal cords.

In a novel you’ve got to decide whether your character turns left or right on a 

given street. And you have to keep making those decisions through the book. One major 

decision gone wrong can ruin the job. What makes journalism easy is, I repeat, that you 

are given the story. If I’d written The Fight as a novel, I’d have had to decide does 

events that history put in order for me/and I'm content-yall I've got to do then is tell the
P

tale. The difficulty of bringing off a truly impressive novel is equal to asking a singer of 
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Foreman win or Ali? I’d lose six months deciding. So, you know, there it is; Ali won.

A marvelous story.
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JOURNALISTIC RESEARCH

It is painful to admit that study of the CIA may not lead to exposure of facts so

much as to the epistemology of facts. We will not getjThe goods so quickly as we will

learn how to construct a model wht©« will tell us why we cannot get the goods.

vu Epistemological Model I:

If half the pieces in a jigsaw puzzle are missing, the likelihood is that something

can still be put together. Despite its gaps, the picture may be more or less visible. Even

if most of the pieces are gone, a loose mosaic can be arranged of isolated elements. The

possibility of the real picture being glimpsed under such circumstances is small but not

altogether lost. It is just that one would like to know if the few pieces left belong to the

same set.

Epistemological Model IIU2
Maybe it is the splinters of a mirror rather than the scattered pieces of a jigsaw

that provide a superior ground for the model. We are dealing not with reality, after all,

but that image of reality which reaches the surface through the cracked looking glass of

the media.
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your private insight, no one eise’s,. In this good state, it is not that hard to pick up
WiVheiS

collateral material. Everything you are-seoing ooomo toj^i Hummed by this private

A novelist ought to be able to pick up a good bit about a subject just by going into

a room . If, for example, you visit an automates show&em'with the idea you might buy a 

car you might end by deciding to write about the people mri e difficulty-you don't

know a great deal about hhs milieu. AH the same, you have an insight that feels as if it is

perception.

Sometimes, however, you really have to do the researchJ-if it's a large subject, you

can spend ages reading related books.

In the beginning, all I knew was that I had

one element was near. In death, believed the Egyptians (and so did I), you entered upon

Ancient Evenings, a novel about ancient Egypt iH-tlic ScLUlTtl and Twnntietl
<■-----Lo a. 4° £3

I eveiything else on the subject. It's a hell of a way to spenatbo. working^aff^rChT^orC"

years. In fact, I was unfaithful, because, believe me, if you become a serious novelist^

certain instincts about death-^-these intimations had curious similarities to Egyptian

notions. The ideas of the ancient Egyptians were certainly not identical with mine, but

dare I say it?J-it's almost easier to steal a march on your beloved than on your
M

manuscript. The real question is who or which is more unforgiving, the book or the lady?

a second set of adventures which brought you to a better place or a worse one. That was

stimulating. fl^pSjfelevenj^arj^.pftibg [jre book ocSSggyl had tq learn just about
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It can well be the book. In the case of Ancient Eveningsland I do speak of that work as a

creature—she ended up being immensely forgiving. I deserted her for two years to write

The Executioner’s Song. And it's as if when I came back, the manuscript might as well

have said, "Hmmrn, you look tired. Do your feet hurt? Here, I'll wash them.' And there

I was right back in the book. But often, if you desert a big project, that's the end. It does

not come back to you.

There's an enormous commitment to writing a long novel. If you take on

'art of the difficulty of

something that's larger than yourself, you can end up seriously beached. It's more
Work on / hi

agreeable to fin^a subject about which other authors

doing my opus was that most Egyptologists had just the sort of style you would expect,

and so you not only had to absorb reams of fact|but also delouse your literary synapses

from the style of the worst and heaviesFE§yptoJogist»xJy\os.'t 4°

That's the worst, this cleaning-out. It is kin to the problem young writers face

after they have grown up with bad prose in books and in newspapers. They, too, have to
Pick.
oetouso' themselves of second-rate texts.

thirty people living

Larry Schiller, who is justly famous for getting people to agree, despite all

objections, to interviews, was with me in Russia when I was doing the bonk nn I --------
Moil tTMCz/'

Harvey Oswald? We spent quite Q'bit offline in Minsk because there were still about

had never spoken to

any reporter about hin>*M for good cause. Right after the assassination, the primal
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reaction of the KGB had been that President Kennedy was probably assassinated by

The point Fm working toward, however, is that Schiller would sometimes, for a

reflection.

One time, a very nice middle-class woman, a teacher, was being interviewed by

us. But when two interrogators are doing an inferview/and each has a strong and

variety of reasons I mootly eld .ifkhcsuf fea/Miave trouble obtaining an interview.

American powers on high, and Oswald had been framed because the U.S. wanted to start
s A -kr Suu4t Qj—z

a war with Russia. Oswald was, indeed, the perfectwrtsjtjfHe had been in the Soviet Un> on

Then he would pull out all the stops. He would say to semeoa^who did not wish to meet

with us, "You must be interviewed by Norman Mailer! He is our American Tolstoy!"
^astonishingly, that worked/^hen all else faile^that wouk^geMhaaC*As a good

Russian, one cannot refuse to speak to Tolstoy-'-even when he is a pale American
0

Russians who had knowyi him in I960, '61^and '62 made wonderful witnesses to what
hoJn'-L j?. .Xi _

Oswald had been like. NotTiavit}^ opened their mouths aU that linn^he was minted in

their memory.

from 1959 to 1962/and had gone over as a self-declared Communist. So the KGB spread

the word to people in Minsk who had known him: Don't say a word about Oswald. And
• lAAT avuk .______

^discovered that thefor thirty years, no one had spoken Schiller and I, there in '92;

ikjxUi

io k ’ W4Z)

VH t -U. It~

blows—While this woman was there,we started orguing-Qiiibefore longjwere roaring at

impatient mind, then each gets infuriatedwrth-the other. Thofool-is taking the interview
k —J s
j^fn tEe wrong direction. We'd interrupt each other at critical momcnt^evArnme rlrwe-tp

PlS-d WO/IZO d E8E-1 -word 9£:n ?00Z-El-«H
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on^ mother, "You’re fall^f sht$y5’Goscrew!" So fortlv^ The poor woman had to be

sitting there saying to herself, "This is the American Tolstoy?"
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TELEVISION

Already there have been aw^number of remarks made in this book (nearly all 

derogatory) about television, but there was a time in the early Fifties when I watched it 

religiously and the piece that follows underlines the intensity of the adverb attached to 

"watched." In any event, the piece sets up a nice contrast between the black-and-white
'T^levis.ion j

TV of that period and the big color palette of the present. Tafias changed so mucl^

Intrinsically^itremains the same. In fact, the piece from which this extract is taken is 

titled Of a Small and Modest Malignancy, Wicked and Bristling with Dots.



y In the years before he ever went on TV himself, he used to watch
it religiously; after a while, sacrilegiously. It started in the winter he
was first smoking marijuana. He smoked it with all the seriousness
of what was then his profoundly serious heart. It was 1954, and the
drug was more important than any love affair he had ever had. ft.
taught him more. Making love to different women, he would at{
tempt to find that place where marijuana had last left him. It was the
arena of the particular sensation he chased, as though he had been
given a lovely if ineluctable emotion while watching a bullfight, and
so went to the Plaza the following week to look for the same emo|~
tion -L ft did not matter altogether who the bullfighter was.

Since he was then in the opening-out of a career that would later
provide a false legend of much machismo, he was still timid. Being
deep in pot, and relatively full of life, certainly fulkof every intimaf
tion about himself, he was nonetheless too timid to go out late at
night and see what the bars would provide. Since his second wife,
not unlike himself in her jangled relations to bravery and cowardice,
had usually and prudently gone to bed, he would be up alone at
night, his mind teeming, and he would watch TV till the stations
shut down. In those days, he made monumental connections on pot.
He had to see no more than one animated spiral inserted by a comj
mercial into the guts of a washing machine, a lively spiral that
would tunnel right up the tube, and he would try to explain to his
friends next day that the advertising agency was promoting the idea
that their washing machine was congenial to a housewife’s cunt. His
friends thought him mad. He examined automobile commercials by
the same light and saw that they were no longer selling the car by
way of the pretty girl sitting on the fender as once they did; now,
they were selling the car itself. The car was the fuck. “Dynaflow
does it in oil,” the announcer would say of an automatic transmisl
sion. So, he would tell his friends. His friends would think him mad
and try to dissuade him from smoking too much pot. Marijuana was
regarded differently in those days; it offered echoes of Reefer Mad-[
ness.

He would watch Ernie Kovacs and Steve Allen late at night and
' would recognize that they knew what he knew. They saw how the



■IECE5 ——
spiral worked in the washing machine commercial, and why Dyna|
flow did it in oil. Years later^when Motivational Research was pre­
sented to the world, and everybody was ready to tell everybody at a
party that an automobile was not used by a man to get a mistress/
but was the mistres^and a housewife liked to identify the health of
her washing machine wither own genito-urinary harmonies
speak no ill of the bowels!-pr-Mailer was merely glad that Vance
Packard had done the job. He was behind on too many of his own
jobs. Marijuana had flung the separate parts of his brain into too
many vivid places. In those days he had perceptions on every sufif
ject; was convinced, on the consequence, that he was a genius. He
was getting very little writing done.

Still, he clung to his set. It explained the world to him. He was
getting hip to everything, and the beauty was that he did not have to
venture out.

It would not occur to him until six years later, when he would
stab his wife, that it was not timidity which had been his first vice,
but violence, a murderous nest of feeling so intransigent that he did
not dare to go out at night for good cause, and did not know how to
sleep at night without Seconal for even better cause^ there was too
much hatred at the distance between what he wisheato do and what
he was able to accomplish. Since his wife, faced with the choice of
going to sleep early for entering on a claustrophobic quarrel, would,
of course, go to sleep, he would sit by himself from midnight until
two in the morning when the bust show would go off the air, the flag
would ripple in th/wind, ancfThe Sjar-Spangled Banne^would^be
played. In those days, he got to hat/The Star-Spangled Banne^all
over again. It sounded like the first martial strains of that cancer he
was convinced was coming on him, and who knows? If he had not
stabbed his wife, he might have been dead in a few years himself^
the horror of violence is its unspoken logic.

So, in those early mornings when television was his only friend,
he knew already that he detested his habit. There was not enough to
learn from watching TV. Some indispensable pieces of experience
were missing. Except it was worse than that. Something not in exis^
tence was also present, some malignancy to burn against his own
malignancy, some onslaught of dots into the full pressure of his own
strangled vision. Often, when the stations would go off the air and
no programs were left to watch, he would still leave the set on. The
audio would hum in a tuneless pullulation, and the dots would hiss
in an agitation of what forces he did not know. The hiss and the
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hum would fill the room and then his ears. There was, of course, no
clamor^,- it was nearer to anti-noise dancing in eternity with noise.
And watching the empty video, he would recognize it was hardly
empty. Bands of gray and lighter gray swam across the set, roll-1
overs swept away the dots, and something like sun-spots crackled
forth. Then the set went back to the slow scan of the waves and the
drone of the audio. He discovered at last that such use of TV was a
species of tranquilizer and could deaden the sharpest edge of his
nerve. Blunted, impalpably bruted by a half-hour of such odorless
immersion, he would with the aid of his Seconal be a little more
ready to go to sleep.

A few years latei^when McLuhan would torment the vitals of a
generation of American intellectuals with the unremovable harpoon
that “the media is the message,” Mailer could give his agreement.
The message of TV was the scan of gray on gray and the hum of the
sound when there was neither music nor a voice. Much later, in the
Fall of ’72, he would set out to make audiences laugh by comparing
President Nixon’s then featureless but disturbing personality to a
TV screen that is lit when nothing is on the air. Nixon was there, he^
would remark, to deaden the murderous mood of the Republic. In-[
deed, it was the best explanation for why a man so unpopular was
going to win by so great a majority. If Nixon did not make anyone
very happy, neither did the TVset. Its message was equal to
Nixon’s: I am here to deaden you-L- you need it!

Maybe America did need it. Brooding over America of the Six-\
ties, that insane expanding America where; undercover FBI meri,
were inspiring (wherever they were not committing) the most vio|
lent acts of the Left, brooding on that rich and powerful country
where puritanism was still as alive as every Baptist, that corporate
land with no instinctive response to aesthetics engaged now in the
dissemination throughout the world of the worst applied aesthetics
in the history of the world, its superhighways the highest form of
strip mining, its little buildings kin to shoeboxes, its big buildings^
scaled to the module of one cardboard carton piled on top of an£
other, the U.S. skyline thereby deserting the high needles of Man£
hattan for the Kleenex boxes of Dallas; that food-guzzling Republic
that froze its food before it would overcook it, and liked to lick
ketchup off French fries so soggy they dropped from your fingers
like worms'^ the worst food in the history of the world! that
sex-revolutionary Republic where swinging singles were connecting
up with like-units — every other Baptist! — that sadistically revolu^
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tionary Republic going into black leather, S-M, and knocking off
gooks in rice paddies, defoliating the foliage, digging the hog-reso]
nance of motors between one’s legs, and flame-throwers and comic
books, and Haight-Ashbury, hitting golfballs on themoon, yes, that
America, full of dread, could certainly use TV — I am here to
deaden you, you need it!

Those were legitimate feelings for 1972. One had had a large
fraction of a life by then watching TV, and one had long ago had the
education of putting oneself on shows. Back in ’53 and ’54, however_
stoned on pot, wafted up and down on Seconal, jammed with ambi]
tion, terror, and the common lust to learn the secrets of the world
some easy way, the immersion into TV was profound. By it, one
could study the world, and the tricks of the world.

So, for instance, would he examine people as strange to him as
Igor Cassini^who had a -show in those years for snobs and it was
hard as fiberglass. TV proved to be more interesting then^for you
could see a genuine article regularly, well-groomed, Republican,
rich enough to own horses, sexy enough to marry up, and empty
enough to find any topic of conversation amusing provided it was
void of content. Those were Igor Cassini’s guests. Mailer would on
such occasions peer right into the tube to get a little nearer to the
novelistic wealth.

Or: studying the tourist, he learned much about American fella]
tio. TV was scintillating for that. Next to the oil of Dynaflow and
the spiral in the washing machine^came the phallic immanence of
the microphone. A twinkle would light up in Steve Alien’s eye as he
took the mike and cord down the atfcle and in and out of impromptu
interviews with his audience, snaking the rounded knob right up to
the mouth of some starched skinny Middle West matron, lean as
whipcord, tense as rectitude, a life of iron disciplines in the vertical
wrinkles of the upper lip; the lady would bare her teeth in a snarl
and show a shark’s mouth as she brought her jaws around, to face
and maybe bite off that black dob of a knob so near to touching her
tongue.

A high school girl would be next, there with the graduating class
on a trip to New York, her folks watching back home. She would
swoon before the mike. She could not get her mouth open. She
would keep dodging in her seat, and Steve would stay in pursuit,
mike extended. Two nights ago she dodged for two hours in the
back seat of a car. My God, this was in public.

A young housewife, liberal, sophisticated, happy to present her

OU
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congenial point of view, compliments Mr. Allen on the quality of
his show. “We watch you regularly, Steve, and like to think we’re
not too far behind the times up in Norfolk, Connecticut. That’s
right, Norfolk, not Norwalk.” Her mouth, which has regular lips, is^
held a regular distance from the microphone. She shows no diffil
culty with it, no more than she would have with a phallus; two fin|
gers and a thumb keep the thing canted right. There can be nothing
wrong, after all, in relations between consenting adults. So speaks
her calm.

Then there is a big heavy-set man who owns a grain-and-feed
store in Ohio. He prides himself on imperturbable phlegm, and
some thrift with words. He is not quite aware of the mike. If a man
came into his store and proceeded to expose himself, this proprietor
would not see it right away. He might, after all, be explaining the
merits and demerits of one feed-mix to another; since he chews no
gum when he walks, neither does he offer attention to tangentia as
he talks. Now, singled out from the audience to be interviewed, he is
stiffnecked, and responds only from that side of his mouth adjacent
to the cheek on which Steve is asking the questions; he allows,
“New York is a good place to visit, but, yessir, I’ll be glad to start up
for home,” then, bla-looh! he sees it, black blimp-like little object!
he blinks, he swallows, he looks at Steve: “I guess I’ve had my say,
Mr. Allen,” he says, and shuts up shop. Later he will tell a pinochle
partner about the crazy people in New York. “Yes,” the friend will
acknowledge.

“You bet, Steve,” says the next fello^j’Tm awfully glad you se­
lected me. I’ve always wanted to talk to you.” He is fully aware of
the mike and what it portends. “Yes, yes, I’m a male secretary, love
the work.” “It doesn’t bother you,” asks Steve, “if people say, ‘What
is that, a male secretary, isn’t it supposed to be women’s work?’ ”
“Oh, Steve, that doesn’t bother me a bit. Here,” he says, reaching
for the mike. “Do you mind? I’m much more comfortable when I
hold it.”

“Help yourself,” says Steve.
“Oh, I intend to,” says the guest. “Life is a feast, and I think we

should all get what we can, don’t you?”
JHip1 Mailer, building dir-jma of future.pwici^m^the-darknesg-'

s aw it all. America was getting hip. In the center of mawtalTSwasl
t tie secret of how to do it. You needed the aujjaerty'totake your step.'V-
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FILM

The making of my first underground movie probably had a good bit to do with the

decisiorv'foTreat myself as the third person protagonist of The Annies of the Night.
I A —•

When I sat down to write the book, I had already edited 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 couldask, "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 personj,had already been established. Parenthetically, I think
z->

it’s also a way of getting your psychiatry on the cheap, fve never gone to an analyst—I

always felt it was not wise to look for the taproot^-^ut I have certainly been more

balanced after the years it took in the editing room to extract one hundred minutes of

underground movie film from forty-five hours of sound-on-film—Maidstone!-/my failed

M y

cinematic masterpiece!

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

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

consciousness. People who can’t read are quite able to reach profound reactions in the
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dark of a theatre. I would also say that to the degree film reaches us in a precise way, it’s

not very good. Film is best when ambiguous. A truly good film will affect two people

profoundly, butj'often, they will argue for hours over the message. For one, it’s a satire,

to the other, a tragedy. That’s as it should be. Film should reach so far inside the psyche

that one person will react in horror even as another is laughing his head off. That’s good

film. Bad film is when everybody laughs on cuefor then they are being manipulated.

They have merely entered the engines of manipulation of the power-trip institutions.

Time is your money in a filnU-literally, it’s your money. If you, as the director,
K

don’t finish a scene scheduled to be done by lunch, then you are going to come back after

lunch^and possibly lose not half an hour or an hourftmt two hours. So you’re gambling

to finish the scene before the break, even if you're not wholly satisfied with the result.

Then/you find out in the dailies if your gamble was too costly. The scene brought in

before lunch needed one more setfup. Making movies, you’re absolutely in the world.

You're a gambler. Whereas in literature, you withdraw from the world in order to

perceive it So movie directing uses anothereven opposite^ide of yourself from writing.

I think you can get closer to your soul in a book, but you come to appreciate the effective

or ineffective working of your psyche with a movie. Let me amplify this if I can. In

writing a book there are exceptional moments when you feel as if you’re beaming a

flood-ilamp down into the abyss of your soul. By the light of your intuition, you do, in the

course of writing a novel, get out to some astonishing places. But when you are making a
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film, particularly after you’ve shot it and start editing it, you have to look at the same

scene over and over in order to clean out little dead spots. Makes you feel like a surgeon.

What it also involves is your taste, and your concentration. Seeing one piece of film

over and over, you must still keep your taste alivej'even as you exercise your ability to

concentrate again and again upon the same material. Since I am the one who wrote/^

“Repetition kills the soul,” I thought that remark more than once while working with the

movie editor. Of course, I would tell myself it was not absolute repetition. Rather, I was

altering the given a little each time.

All this is easy. Much too easy. What is more to the point is that you can lose

your mind looking for the point. When it comes to understanding film, we can feel with

some justice that we are still at the edge of an aesthetic continent alllbutXmcharted.

The piece that follows, taken from an exposition of my motives in trying to make

Maidstone^, is, I believe, as good as anything I’ve done in criticism. If your reaction on

reading it comes down tof"Why is he making it so complicated? I just want to enjoy

movies," then let us salute each other and part on mutual terms since I am obviously not

the writer for you.

Perhaps a thousand actors and two thousand films can be cited where the movie

frame comes alive and there is no dip at the foot of consciousness because something is
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false at the root. Nonetheless any such appearance of talent was close to magic. The

conventional way of making most films usually guaranteed its absence. For there was an

element which interfered with motion pictures as much as the blurring of print would

hinder the reading of a book, and this flaw derived from the peculiar misapprehension

with which the silent film gave way to sound, the supposition that sound-and-film was

but an extension of the theatre, even as the theatre was but an extension of literature. It

was assumed that movies were there to tell a story. The story might derive from the

stage/tjrfrom the pages of a book/oreven from an idea for a story, but the film was

asked to issue from a detailed plan which would have lines of dialogue. The making of

the movie would be a fulfillment of that script, that literary plan; so^each scene would be

shaped like a construction unit to build the architecture of the story. It was one of those

profoundly false assumptions which seem at the time absolute common sense, yet it was

no more natural than to have insisted that a movie was a river and one should
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always experience, while watching a film, emotions
analogous to an afternoon spent on the banks of a^
stream. That might have been seen instantly as confin£
ing, a most confining notion; but to consider the carry?
over of the story from literature to the film as equally
constricting ?pno, that was not very evident.

For few people wished to contemplate the size of the
job in transporting a novelist’s vision of life over to a
film; indeed, who in the movie business was going to
admit that once literary characters had been converted
over to actors, they could not possibly produce the same
relation to other actors that the characters once had to
each other? Interpretations had to collide. If each actojr
had his own idea of the dialogue he committed to mem?
ory, be certain the director had a better idea. And the
producer I Lifetimes of professional craft go into halving
such conceptual differences. The director gives up a little
of his interpretation, then a little more, then almost all
of it. The actor is directed away from his favorite mis?
conceptions (and conceptions). Both parties suffer the
rigor mortis of the technical conditions ^Which are not
so close to a brightly lit operating theatre as to a brightly
lit morgue. Then the scriptwriter has dependably deliv?
ered thegcenario with his own private ^pand sometimes
willful -pidea buried in it (and if the work is an adapts?
tion, odd lines of the novelist are still turning over). The
coherence of the original novel has been cremated and <
strewn. Now the film is being made with conflicting no?
tions of those scattered ashes. Of course the director is 1
forced back willy-nilly to his script. It is all he can finally
depend upon. Given the fundamental, nay, even organic,
confusion on a movie set over what everybody is really ;
fS.iT .<L°'npany has t0 P00' a" fences and be
faithful to the script even when the script has lost anv ’
relation to the original conception, and has probablv j
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make the most disappointing movies, and modest novels
? • (like The Asphalt Jungle) sometimes make very good
£ movies. It is because the original conception in modest
?• novels is less special and so more capable of being
( worked upon by any number of other writers, directors,
£ and actors.
P' Still, the discussion has been too narrow. The film,
: after all, is fed not only by literature but by the theatre^
[ and the theatre is a conspicuous example of how attrac-l

tively a blueprint can be unfolded. In fact, the theatre is
reduced to very little whenever the collaboration between
actors and script is not excellent. Yet the theatre has had
to put up with many a similar difficulty. Can it be said
that something works in the theatre which only pretends

? to work in the film? If the first error perpetrated upon
b movies has been to see them as an adjunct of literature,
• . perhaps the second is the rush to make film an auxili-
k ary of the theatrical arts, until even movies considered
!. classics are hardly more than pieces of filmed theatre.

Of course a film lover could counter by saying that he
was not necessarily thinking only of such monuments as
Gone with the Wind when he used the term classic. In
fact, he would inquire about A Night at the Opera or The
Maltese Falcon.

The difficulties had obviously begumJBw Argument
< .would^e-neveroo-ofanpkrageinrTfieMarxBrothers, for
[ example, stampeded over every fine of a script and tore
t. off in enough directions to leave concepts fluttering like
I ticker tape on the mysterious nature of the movie art.
/ Certainly, any attempt to declare The Maltese Falcon a
; piece of filmed theatre would have to confess that The^

• Maltese Falcon was more, a mysterious ineffable posses^
don of "more" and that was precisely what one looked
for in a film. It was a hint to indicate some answer to the

>. secrets of film might begin to be found in the curious and
i never quite explained phenomenon of the movie star For
i Humphrey Bogart was certainly an element of natural
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film, yes, even the element which made The Maltese Fat£
con more than a excellent piece of filmed theatre. Think!
ing of the evocative aesthetic mists of that movie, how
could the question not present itself; why did every piece
of good dramatic theatre have to be the enemy of the
film? It was unhappily evident to-Thc Argument that any
quick and invigorating theses on the character of movie
stars and the hidden nature of the movie might have to
wait for a little exposition on the special qualities of
theatre.

3
A complex matter. You might, for instance, have to take
into account why people who think it comfortable to be
nicely drunk at the beginning of a play would find it no
pleasure to go to a movie in the same condition. Pot was
more congenial for a film. If the difference for most harcH
working actors between movies and theatre seemed
hardly more than a trip across a crack, the split to any
philosopher of the film was an abyss, just that same exis^
tential abyss which lies between booze and the begin­
nings of the psychedelic.

Existentially, theatre and film were in different do]
minions (and literature was probably nearer to each of
them than they were to each other). The theatre was a
ceremony with live priests who had learned by rote to
pool their aesthetic instincts for a larger purpose. So
theatre partook of a near obscene ceremony: jt imitated
life in a living place, and it had real people as^the imitaf
tors. Such imitation was either sacrilege to the roots of
life, or a reinforcement of them. Certainly, sentiments
called religious appeared ready to arise whenever a
group of people attended a ceremony in a large and
dimly lit place. But in fact anyone who has ever expert]
enced a moment of unmistakable balance between the
audience, the cast, the theatre and the manifest of the 

I *3o]
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play, an awe usually remarked by a silence palpable as
the theatrical velvet of an unvoiced echo, knows that the
foundation of the theatre is in the church and in the
power of kings, or at least knows (if theatre goes back to
blood sacrifices performed in a cave'^-'which is about
where the most advanced theatre seems ready to go) that
the more recent foundations were ecclesiastical and
royal. Theatre, at all of its massive best, can be seen as
equal to a ceremony, performed by noblemen who have
power to chastise an audience, savage them, dignify
them, warm them, marry their humors, even create a
magical forest where each human on his seat is a tree
and every sense is vibrating to the rustle of other leaves.
One’s roots return then to some lost majesty of pomp and
power. Of course, theatre is seldom so good. None of us
have had a night like that recently. Still, theatre has its
minutes: ji scene whose original concept was lost in the
mixing oTloo many talents is recovered by the power of
the actor to open relations with his audience. While he.is
engaged in an emotional transaction which is false by its
nature (because he knows by heart the lines of apT
patently spontaneous passion he will say next), still he
has to be true to the honest difficulty of not knowing
whether the audience will believe him or not. His posit
tion on stage is existential^ he cannot know in advance
if his effort will succeed or not. In turn, the audience
must respect him. For he is at the least brave enough to
dare their displeasure. And if he is bad enough[.I .|.|
well, how can he forget old nightmares where audiT
ences kill actors? So the actor on stage is at once a fraud
(because he pretends to emotion he cannot by any
Method feel absolutely  ̂or he would be mod) and yet
is a true man engaged in a tricky venture, dangerous in
its potentialities for humiliation. That is the strength of
the theatre. A vision of life somewhat different each
night comes into existence between the actors and the 
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audience, and what has been lost in the playwrighfavhl
sion is sometimes transcended by the mood of a high
theatrical hearth. , „ /T

We are speaking of course only of the best and freshA
est plays. Even in a good play something dies about the
time an actor recognizes that he can be mediocre in his
performance and survive. The reputation of the play has
become so useful that the audience has become a touch
mediocre as well; at this point in the season the actor

■ inevitably becomes as interesting as a whore in a house
after her favorite client has gone for the night.

Nonetheless, it is still reminiscent of orgy to have rela-l
tions with two worlds of sentience at once, and when
fresh, theatre is orgy. On stage, the actor is in commuri^
ion with the audience and up to his neck in relations
with other actors (if they are all still working together).
A world of technique supports them. There are ways and
means to live and act with half-thought-out lines of diaf
logue and errors of placement by the director, ways to
deal with sentiments which have no ring and situations
one knows by heart and still must enter with a pretense
of theatrical surprise. An actor’s culture exists, after all,
for the working up of the false into the all-but-true; ac4
tors know the audience will carry the all-but-true over
into the real and emotionally stirring if given a chance.
So actors develop a full organ of emotional manifests.
Large vibrant voices, significant moves. It all works be-f
cause the actor is literally alive on a stage and therefore
can never be false altogether. His presence is the real
truth: he is at once the royal center of all eyes, and a I
Christian up before lions. So his theatrical emotion I
(which bears the same relation to real emotion which—'V
veneer of walnut bears to walnut) is moved by the risk of
his position into a technique which offers truth. A skill-T
ful actor with false gestures and false emotions elicits
our admiration because he tries to establish a vault
under which we can seize on the truth since, after all he ;
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has told the lie so well. Why, then, must that be an emo]
tional transaction light-years of the psyche away from
the same transaction carrie^gwsMo film?

It is because the risk in film is of other varieties. No audif
ence is present unless the actor plays his scene for the
cameramen and the union grips. And that is a specific
audience with the prejudices and tastes of policemen.
Indeed they usually dress like cops off duty and are built
like cops (with the same heavy meat in the shoulders,
same bellies oiled on beer), which is not surprising^for
they are also in surveillance upon a criminal activity:
people are forging emotions under bright lights.

But it is no longer false emotion brought by technique
to a point where it can be breathed upon and given life
by audiences who do not know the next line. No, now the
crew is a set of skills and intelligences. They are as soT
phisticated to the lines of the scene as the actors them?
selves. Like cops they see through every fake move and
hardly care. The camera must move on cue and the
sound boom, the lights be shifted and the walls slid apart
4^the action is easily as complex as a professional foot]

t ball team running through the intricacies of a new play
t or preparing a defense against it,
L In fact, the actor does not usually play for the techni-]
fc.dans. It is the director whose intelligence he will feel
E first, a charged critical intelligence knowing more of the
E scene than himself, a center of authority altogether
E different from a theatrical audience’s authority (which
E is ready to relax with every good sound the actor makes).
B The movie director, however, does not relax then. The
E; good sound of the actor can turn the plot inside out. No,
g. here, the actor must work into a focus of will. The real
K face he speaks to, whether a step or ten steps to the side
fci .of the director, is a circle of glass as empty of love as an
Eempty glass. That lens is his final audience. It takes pre^ 
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cedence over the director and even over the actors he
plays with. In the moment of his profoundest passion, as
he reaches forward to kiss the heroine with every tender-f
ness, his lips to be famous for their quiver, he is of
course slowly and proficiently bringing his mouth up to
the erogenous zone of the lens.

On stage, an actor, after twenty years of apprenticed
ship, can learn to reach the depths of an audience at the
moment he is employing the maximum of his technique^
A film actor with equivalent technique will have develd
oped superb skills for revealing his reaction to the circle
of glass. He can fail every other way, disobey the director
or appear incapable of reacting to his direction, leave the
other actors isolated from him and with nothing to react
to, he can even get his lines wrong, but if he has film
technique he will look sensational in the rushes, he will
bring life to the scene even if he was death on the set. It
is not surprising. There is something sinister about film.
Film is a phenomenon whose resemblance to death has
been ignored for too long. An emotion produced from the
chum of the flesh is delivered to a machine, and that
machine and its connections manage to produce a flow
of images which will arouse some related sentiment in
those who watcKThe living emotion has passed through
a burial ground"^-'and has been resurrected. The living
emotion survives as a psychological reality; it continues
to exist as a set of images in one’s memory which are not
too different, as the years go by, from the images we keep
of a relative who is dead. Think of a favorite uncle who is
gone. Does the apparatus of the mind which flashes his
picture before us act in another fashion if we ask for a
flash of Humphrey Bogart next? Perhaps it does not. Film
seems part of the mechanism of memory, or at the least,
a most peculiar annex to memory. For in film we remem^
ber events as if they had taken place and we were there.
But we were not. The psyche has taken into itself a whole
country of fantasy and made it psychologically real, 



made it a part of memory. We are obviously dealing with
a phenomenon whose roots are less defined than the
power and glory of king and church. Yes, movies are.
more mysterious than theatre; even a clue to the undefin-f
able attraction of the movie star is that he remains a 
point of light in that measureless dark of memory where
other scenes have given up their light. He has obviously
become a center of meaning to millions, possessed of
more meaning than the actor next to him who may be
actually more attractive, more interesting ^definition
of the phenomenon frays as we try to touch it. But has.
the heart of the discussion been sounded? Does it sug\
gest that movie stars partake of the mysterious psychic
properties of film more than other actors? that something
in them lends itself to the need of memory for images of
the past one can refer to when the mind has need to
comprehend something new before it? We have to be
careful. It is perhaps not so simple as that. The movie
star may also suggest obsession, that negative condition
of memory, that painful place to which we return over
and over because a fundamental question is still unre­
solved: something happened to us years ago which was
important, yet we hardly know if an angel kissed us then
or a witch, whether we were brave or timid. We return to
the ambiguity with pain. The obsession hurts because we
cannot resolve it and so are losing confidence in our abil-|
ity to estimate the present.

Obsession is a wasteful fix. Memory, when it can be
free of obsession, is a storehouse to offer up essences of
the past capable of digesting most of the problems of the
present, memory is even the libido of the ego, sweetening
harsh demands of the will when memory is, yes, good
But the movie star seems to serve some double function •
^n^fr.ds ’"'T’’ “bsession^bne need only

°n.eS feeBngs about Monroel The
htolw J” weIc°mlng but mysterious, unavailable yet
nttoate, the movie star Is the embodiment of a ]o«
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which could leave us abject, yet we believe we are t
only soul the movie star can love. Quintessence of <

Hjl elusive nature of film, the movie star is like a
/ybring us through the adventures of a half^a

dream. It is even possible the movie star gives focust
themes of the imagination so large, romantic, and

\ that they might not encounter reality; how can an ae
/^descent have any real idea whether he will ever have *

with a beautiful woman or fight for his life? Nonetheless^
events so grand might need years of psychic prepa-f"

ration. It was therefore also possible that the dream k
(# of the film existed not only to provide escape but to p?
■/<pare the psyche for apocalyptic moments which woul

likely never come.
Some differences of film from theatre may then have-

been noted. Theatre works on our ideas of social life an
our understanding of manners. At its most generous
theatre creates a communion of bodies and a savory of
the emotions^-it becomes a feast and a fuck. But filn^
speaks to the lost islands of the mind. Film lives somep
where in that underground river of the psyche which
travels from the domain of sex through the deeps of
memory and the dream, on out into the possible momp
tages of deatlfp we need only think of any man who
was rescued from drowning after he thought he was on
the last trip down. Does he ever relate the experience
without speaking of the sensation that his life became a
film running backward? It is as if film has an existence
within the brain which may be comparable to memory
and the dream, be indeed as real as memory and the
dream, be even to some degree as functional. It was as if
the levels of that existential river which runs into ultif
mate psychic states would no longer read as perhaps
once It did: sex ^memory i'dream =f 'death, but now
fX h°Ugh 3 t'chn0.I°?tcaIhaJo be des?
cribed by way of sex^memory^fUm—TdreamCL?
death. Theatre has to be in the world of miners, but 

(136]
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film is in the physiology of the psyche. For that reason,
perhaps, film comes nearest to a religion as the movie
houses are empty, it speaks across all the lonely traverses
of the mlndflt is at its most beautiful in precisely those_
places it is least concrete, least theatrical, most others
worldly, most ghostly, most lingering unto death -pr then
the true experience of the film as some Atlantis of the
psyche will manifest itself, and directors like Antonioni
and Bergman will show us that the film inhabits a secret^
place where the past tense of memory and the future inT
timations of the dream are interchangeable, are partners
in the film: there is an unmistakable quality to any film
which is not made as filmed theatre but rather appears
as some existence we call film. That existence runs^
through Chaplin and Sunset Boulevard and Persona -*r-
it runs through home movies. It was Warhol’s talent to
perceive that in every home movie there is a sense of Time
trying to express itself as a new kind of creation, a palpal
bility which breathes in the being of the film. The best of
works and some of the worst of film works have this
quality. One can even find it for flashes in cranky old
battered films of the purest mediocrity late at night on
TV, B-fllms without an instant of talent, yet the years
have added magic to what was once moronic Time is
winking her eye as we look at the film. Time suddenly

^appears to us as a wit.
; • Of course, there are movies which have delivered huge
^pleasures to millions and never were film at all, just celV
luloid theatre convertible to cash. Some were good, some

‘Very good, some awful, but the majority of motion pic]
■tures, particularly the majority of expensive ones, have
always labored against the umbilical antipathy of film
for theatre. They were, no matter how good as filmed
theatre, never equal to theatre at its best ^rather
sealed-down repasts for the eye and ear. They had a kind
pf phlegmatic tempo and all-too-well-lit color which
jareiy hindered them from reaching lists for the Ten
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Best Pictures of the year. They were pictures like Oklofr
homal South Pacific, The Sound of Music, Mary Popl
pins, and The Best Years of Our Lives. They were even
such critical favorites as Marty, Bom Yesterday, Brief
Encounter, and The Seven Year Itch, or Anne of the
Thousand Days, add Lust for Life, All About Eve,
Around the World in Eighty Days, West Side Story. All.
that celluloid was super-technique for audiences who
had not necessarily ever seen a play but were constantly
nourished in the great cafeteria of the American Aes4
thetic^vhere the media meals were served up as binder
for the shattered nervous system of the masses. To the
owners of that cafeteria there was something obscene in
the idea that one should notj^ able to translate a book
into a play, film, or TV series -1— something arrogant, for
it would say the difference between the movies just
named and films like Zabriskie Point, Naked
Summer, Belle de Jour, Limelight, Diabolique, 8V2, The
Bicycle Thief, The Four Hundred Blows, High Noon,
Easy Rider, and Weekend were as the difference between
crud and sustenance for that ghostly part of the psyche
the film was supposed to enrich.

Very well. Ho Ms-piii in at There was film and
filmed theatre^ there were relatively pure movies, and
there were money-making motion pictures^which had all
most nothing to do with movies or memory or dream^but
were filmed circus for the suckers who proceeded to eri?
joy them enarmoiiMy^rhcn they did forocuno ooqj
otnyonj ufrofrand l&ighr hirk trirklw), Acker's who
loved them for their binding glue, and the status of
seeing them, and the easy massage such pictures gave to
emotions real theatre might have satisfied more.^These
motion pictures, made for no motive more In focus than
fte deSjre for money, were derived from phy ° or were
written and directed as filmed plays, th^^p^
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three-quarters to nine-tenths of the motion pictures which
were made, and they might yet be the terminal death of
Hollywood Jbr they were color television on enormous^
screens arid so failed more often than they succeeded;
the media were mixed so the messages were mixed y
audiences tendedtajpgard them with apathy.

Of course theT films hii loved were just as often
watched in emptyrheatres^ut it he Wbtjjd cdll upon the/

' “difference trwas' that/tlTdy' wpre not regarded in apajhy |
but in subtle fearjgfSnrixedpleaspre or with gloom or
dread oxJhe-~kffrtTof fascinatiqytwhich hintedyncom-

--^-foftably ji>-future obsessionj^There was a quality he
^could-'Slrnost lay his hand^n in movies hegumired and
wW'JttlF rbp grTp^nr eminence of Film: they^
rJttjtf^#xpenences which were later as pure in recollection
tfSfissplendid or tragic days in one’s life, they were not unT
"like the memory of some modest love which did not sur-l 

vlve but was tender in retrosptffi for now it lived with the
dignity of old love. Such film^JSang^ as one rememj
bered them^since they had become part of one’s psycho^
logical life/Like love, they partook a little of some miraT
cle, they had emerged from the abominable limitations^
of the script, yes, they had emerged out of some mysteri/
ous but wholly agreeable lack of focus toward that script
in the intent of the director and/or the actor, they were
subtly attached to a creative mist, they had the ambigu]
ity of film. For if filmed theatre could sometimes be
effective, sometimes be even as perfect and deserving of
admiration as Midnight Cowboy or On the Waterfront,
such pictures still had their aesthetic fired by the simpler
communication of the theatre where relations between
actors usually produced a dramatic outcome as capable
of definition as the last line of a family fight. "Go to an
analysj;" turned out to be the message, or "Lover, we’ll get
along, or ‘God bless us, we're unhappy, but we’ll stick

the kids/'If it is theatre so rich as The Little Foxes, it
will say, I am prepared to kill you, and I will." Since the 
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need of a stage actor is to draw an audience together, his
instinct is to simplify the play and concentrate it, give it
a single crisp flavor. So theatre speaks. Powerfully or
with banality, comically, or in the botch of hysteria, it
speaks, secretly it almost always speaks vulgarly, for al­
most always it says, “We’re here to tell you something
about life. We’ve got a piece of the meat for you." Of,
course if it is bad theatre, conceived in advance as a tele-|
vision series or any other form of Cafeteria, then it is
only there to tell you something about public opinion and
how that works at the lowest common denominator. But
good or bad, theatre functions at its simple best when
every resonance of the evening can collect about a single.
point'^pthat place where the actors seduced the audi-|
ence to meet the play.

Film, however, is shown to audiences who do not often
react together. Some laugh, while others are silent, some
are bored. Few share the same time. They have come in
on the movie at different places. For film always speaks.
of death. Theatre rouses desires between the living audiV
ence and the living actors; film stirs suicide pacts where
each individual in the audience goes over the horizon
alone with the star; film speaks of the ambiguity of death

<2?is it nothingness we go to, or eternal life? Is it to
peace we travel or th&migrations of the soul? So the am^

“ blguity of the movie ^tar is essential, and it helps to underT
stand that subtle emptiness which is usually present in
the colors of their acting, that pause in the certainty of
what they would say, that note of distraction and sofV
rows on the other side of the hill, that hint they are
thinking of a late date they will meet after this guy is
gone. Movie stars are caught in the complexity of the
plot'but they do not belong to it altogether, as stage acp
tors do. It does not matter of whom we speak: whether it
is Garbo or Harlow or Marilyn Monroe, Carole Lombard
or Myrna Loy, even Dottie Lamour or Grable, the star is i
stiU one misty wink of the eye away from total absorb^

q>ert
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tion. Even Cagney, phallic as a column of rock, had the
hint of bells ringing in his head from blows some big
brother gave him in years gone by, and Gable’s growling
voice always seemed to hint at one big hunk of other
business he would have to take care of in a little while.
The charisma of the movie star spoke of associations,
with tangential thoughts, with dissipations of the storyj
point into ripples which went out wider and wider, out to
the shores of some land only the waves of the movies
could wasl

F—ftlow, miirh nf-that-was gone. Ttare were rtill st;
\ven in color film there were bona fide stars. Then
(\hjerine Deneuve and Robert Redford and huy

’amiliars predictable as the neighbor next door and
vivid — Bob Hope and Lucille Ball for two. If

of death, motion-pictures-for-mmrey spoke of

thrft matter as long
■a?f the fifties he did
fen for that matter, filmSwithoL: „„lr.
i the two-reeler and the sequence of action

/but on the director’s white stardhed\
not to the point. He had had a coikeptii
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The first time one has a profound sexual act, phen it's all over, ilwrefc this

shocked, stunned, incredible recognition: "Why God; God exists." That usually happens

in sex rather than in love because it's got to happen quickly, a sudden revelation. So

there are certain advantages to one-night stands. One brings none of one's baggage to a

one-night stand and that makes it possible to have, once in a while, extraordinary

emotions. The average one-night stand is, after all, not necessarily a small disaster, but

unless it's very good indeed, it can leave very little. All the same, one-night stands can be 

Last Tango in Paris is, of course, built on this premise.

exceptional; and when that happenspne often has a sense of wonder that is not unlike

religious sentiment. For the experience is separate from the person-^Lyou don't know the

person-^-it comes from something in sex itself. Sex may be something that's outside of

people-^something out there.

Tango, Last Tango

To pay one's $5. and join the full house at the Translux for the evening show of
A^.

Last Tango in Paris is to be reminded once again that the planet is in a state of 

pullulation. The seasons accelerate. The snow which was falling in November had left

by the first of March. Would our summer arrive at Easter and end with July? It is all that 
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nuclear radiation, says every afficionado of the occult. And we pullulate. Like an ante 

hive beginning to feel the heat.

We know that the century required for a minor art to move from commencement 

to decadence is off the board. Whole fashions in film are bom, thrive, and die in twenty-

four months. Still! It is only a half year since Pauline Kael declared to the readers of

The New Yorker that the presentation of Last Tango in Paris at the New York Film

Festival on October 14,1972, was a date that "should become a landmark in movie

history^-comparable to May 29,1913-^-the night Le Sacre de Printemps was first

performe<Cjj?n music history," and then went on to explain that the newer work had "the 

same kind of hypnotic excitement as the Sacre, the same primitive force, and the same
Cddcb#'

jabbing, thrusting eroticismLLBertolucci and Brando have altered the face of an art 

form." Whatever could have been shown on screen to make Kael pop open for a film?

"This must be the most powerfully erotic movie ever made, and it could turn out to be the

most liberating movie ever madej.|.^." Could this be our own Lady Vinegar, our

quintessential cruet? The first frigid of the film critics was treating
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us to her first public reception- Prophets of Baal, praise Kacl! We
had obviously no ordinary hotJEof cinema to contemplate.

Now a half year later, thWovleiis history, has all the palpability
of the historic. Something just discernible has already happened to
humankind as a result of it, or at least to that audience who are
coming in to the Translux to see it. They are a crew. They have un-l
expected homogeneityfor a movie audience, compose, indeed, so
thin a sociological slice of the New York and suburban sausage that
you cannot be sure your own ticket isn’t what was left for the
toothpick, while the rest of the house has been bought at a bite. At
the least, there is the same sense of aesthetic oppression one feels at a
play when the house is filled with a theater party. So, too, is the air]
dience at Tango an infarct of middle-class anal majesties'^? if Freud
hadn’t given us the clue, a reader of faces could decide all on his own
that there had to be some social connection between sex, shir
power, violence, and money. But these middle-class faces have ad?
vanced their historical inch from the last time one has seen them.
They are this much closer now to late Romans.

Whether matrons or young matrons, men or boys, they are
swingers. The males have wife-swapper mustaches, the women are
department-store boutique. It is as if everything recently and incon-}
gruously idealistic in the middle class has been used up in the years
of resistance to the Vietnamese War^now, bring on the Carib?
bean. Amazing! In America, even the Jews have come to look like
the French middle class, which is to say that the egocentricity of the
Fascist mouth is on the national face. Perhaps it is the five-dollar
admission, but this audience has an obvious obsession with sex as
the confirmed core of a wealthy life. It is enough to make one
ashamed of one’s own obsession (although where would one deling
eate the difference?). Maybe it is that this audience, still in March, is
suntanned, or at the least made up to look suntanned. The red and
orange of their skins will match the famous “all uterine’’ colors so
termed by the set designer -? of thejnteriors in Last Tango. H

In the minute before the theaterligfits are down, what a tension is
in the house. One might as well be in the crowd just before an
important fight commences. It is years since one has watched a
movie begin with such anticipation. And the tension holds as the
projection starts. We see Brando and Schneider pass each other in
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the street. Since wc have all been informed — by Time no less ~
wc know they are going to take carnal occupation of each other, and
very soon. The audience watches with anxiety as if it is also going to
be in the act with someone new, and the heart (and for some, the
bowels) shows a tremor between earthquake and expectation. Maria
Schneider is so sexual a presence. None of the photographs has prc4
pared anybody for this. Rare actresses, just a few, have flesh appeal.
You feel as if you can touch them on the screen. Schneider has nose
appeal'^'you can smell her. She is every eighteen-year-old in a_
mini-skirt and a maxi-coat who ever promenaded down Fifth Ave-|
nuc in the inner arrogance that proclaim^ "My cunt is my chariot."

Wc have no more than a few minutes to wait. She goes to look at
an apartment for rent, Brando is already there. They have passed in
the street, and by a telephone booth; now they are in an empty
room. Abruptly Brando cashes the check Stanley Kowalski wrote
for us twenty-five years ago^he fucks the heroine standing up. It
solves the old snicker of how do you do it in a telephone booth? ~
he rips her panties open. In our new line of New Yor ker~approved
superlatives, it can be said that the cry of the fabric is the most
thrilling sound to be heard in World Culture since the four opening
notes of Beethoven’s Fifth^It is, in fact, a hell of a sound, small, but
as precise as the flash of a match above a pile of combustibles, a way
for the director to say, “As you may already have guessed from the
way I established my opening, I am very good at movie making, and
I have a superb pair, Brando and Schneider-pc they are sexual
heavyweights. Now I place my director’s promise upon the mateT
rial: you are going to be in for a grave and wondrous experience. We
are going to get to the bottom of a man and a woman." >

So intimates Bertolucci across the silence of that roomTas Brando
and Schneider, fully dressed, lurch, grab, connect, hump, scream,
and are done in less than a minute, their orgasms coming on top of
one another like trash cans tumbling down a hill. They fall to the
floor, and fall apart. It is as if a hand grenade has gone off in their
entrails. A marvelous scene, good as a passionate kiss in real life,
then not so godd^because there has been no shot of Brando going up
Schneider, and since the audience has been watching in all the som-^

Simon, u predictable in bi* critical reaction* a* a headwaiter, naf urilkuhouehi Liri
p,rt °f ‘he S,naf ’’ “ Simon‘* ,emPcr”'Snore detail*. hZ not only doci

not hear the panne* tearing (*ome ear* rwide in the music of the aphere*) but annotmX dm
Schneider, beany abomination, is wearing none. announce* titat
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ber awe one would bring to the first row of a medical theater, it is
like seeing an operation without the entrance of the surgeon's knife.

One can go to any hard-core film and sec fifty phalluscs going in _ , -
and out of as many vaginas in four hours (if anyone can be found AEg
who stayed four hours). There is a monumental abstractedness. °***
about hard core. It is as if the more a player can function sexually
before a camera, the less he is capable of offering any other expresA
sion. Finally, the sexual organs show more character than the actors'
faces. One can read something of the working conditions of a life in
some young girl’s old and irritated cunt, one can even see triumphs
of the human spirit ^pbld and badly burned labia which still come
to glisten with new lire, capital! There are phalluses in porno whose
distended veins speak of the integrity of the hardworking heart, but
there is so little specific content in the faces! Hard core lulls after it
excites, and finally it puts the brain to sleep.

But Brando’s real cock up Schneider’s real vagina would have.
brought the history of film one huge march closer to the ultimate ex4~
perience it has promised since its inception (which is to rejembody
life). One can even see how on opening night at the Film Festival, it i
did not matter so much. Not fully prepared for what was to come, 1
the simulated sex must have quivered like real sex the first time out. ’
Since then we have been told the movie is great, so we are prepared }
to resist greatness, and have read in Time that Schneider said, “ 'We
were never screwing on stage. I never felt any sexual attraction for ;
him[. ^(he’s almost fifty^you know, and’ she runs her hand from 1
her torso to her midriff^'he’s only beautiful to here!’ ’’ ‘

So one watches differently. Yes, they are simulating. Yes, there is j
something slightly unnatural in the way they come and fall apart. I
It is too stylized, as if paying a few subtle respects to Kabuki. The
real need for the real cock of Brando into the depths of the real ;
actress might have been for those less exceptional times which <
would follow the film long after it opened and the reaction had ?
set in. ’

Since Tango is, however, the first major film with a respectable
budget, a superbly skilled young director, an altogether accom^
plished cameraman, and a great actor who is ready to do more than
dabble in improvisation, indeed will enter heavily into such near to
untried movie science, so the laws of improvisation are before us, ••
and the first law to recognize is that it is next to impossible to build ?
on too false a base. The real problem in movie improvisation is to
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find some ending that is true to what has gone before and yet is suf J
ficicntly untrue to enable thc actors to get out alive.

We will come back to that. It is, however, hardly time to let go of
our synopsis. Real or simulated, opening night or months later, we
know after five minutes that, at the least, we are in for a thoroughgo^
ing study of a man and a woman, and the examination will be close.
Brando rents the empty apartment; they will visit, each other there
every day. His name is Paul, hers is Jeanne, but they are not to leant
each other’s names yet. They are not to tell one another such things,
he informs her. "We don^nced names here|.^we’re going to forget
everything we knew.). Li. pEvery thing outside this place is bullshit.^.

They arc going to search for pleasure. We are back in the existen-j
tial confrontation of the century. Two people are going to fuck in a
room until they arrive at a transcendent recognition or some death
of themselves. We are dealing not with a plot but with a theme that
is open range for a hundred films. Indeed we are face to face with
the fundamental structure of pomo'^pthe difference is that we have
a director who by the measure of porno is Eisenstein, and actors
who are as gods. So the film takes up the simplest and richest of
structures. To make love in an empty apartment, then return to a
separate life. It is like every clandestine affair the audience has ever
had, only more so^pno names! Every personal demon will be
scourged in the sexone will obliterate the past! That is the huge
sanction of anonymity. It is equal to a new life.

What powerful biographical details we learn, however, on the in\
stant they part. Paul’s wife is a suicide. Just the night before, she has
killed herself with a razor in a bathtub; the bathroom is before us,
red as an abattoir. A sobbing chambermaid cleans it while she
speaks in fear to Paul. It is not even certain whether the wife is a
suicide or he has killed her^that is almost not the point. It is the
bloody death suspended above his life like a bleeding amputated ex?
istence^it is with that crimson torso before his eyes that he will
make love on the following days.

Jeanne, in her turn, is about to be married to a young TV direef
tor. She is the star in a vidcofilm he is making about French youth.
She pouts, torments her fiance, delights in herself, delights in the
special idiocy of men. She can cuckold her young director to the
roots of his eyes. She also delights in the violation she will make of
her own bourgeois roots. In this TV film she makes within the
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movie she presents her biography to her fiance's camera: she is the
daughter of a dead Army officer who was sufficiently racist to teach
his dog to detect Arabs by smell. So she is well brought up -inhere
arc glimpses of a suburban villa on a small walled cstatej/nt is
nothing less than the concentrated family honor of the French
Army she will surrender when Brando proceeds a little later to
bugger her.

These separate backgrounds divide the film as neatly between bi-/
ography and fornication as those trick highball glasses which pre'?
sent a drawing of a man or a woman wearing clothes on the outside
of the tumbler and nude on the inside. Each time Brando and
Schneider leave the roonywe learn more of their lives beyond the
room; each time they come together, we are ready to go further. In
addition, as if to enrich his theme for students of film, Bertolucci
offers touches from the history of French cinema. The life preserver
in Aialante appears by way of homage to Vigo, and Jean-Pierre
Leaud of The 400 Blows is the TV director, the boy now fully
grown. Something of the brooding echo of Le Jour Se Leve and Ar-f
letty is also with us, that somber memory of Jean Gabin wandering
along the wet docks in the dawn, waiting for the police to pick him
up after he has murdered his beloved. It is as if we are to think not
only of this film but of other sexual tragedies French cinema has
brought us, until the sight of each gray and silent Paris street is
ready to evoke the lost sound of the Bal musette and the sad near-siT
lent wash of the Seine. Nowhere as in Paris can doomed lovers suc^T
cced in passing sorrow, drop by drop, through the blood of the audiT
ence’s heart.

Yet as the film progresses with every skill in evidence, while
Brando gives a performance that is unforgettable (and Schneider
shows every promise of becoming a major star), as the historic bugF
genes and reamings are delivered^and the language breaks through
barriers not even yet ercctedypno general of censorship could
know the armies of obscenity were so near! as these shocks multi^
ply, and lust goes up the steps to love, something bizarre happens to
the film. It fails to explode. It is a warehouse of dynamite and yet
something goes wrong with the blow-up.

One leaves the theater bewildered. A fuse was never ignited. But
where was it set? One looks to retrace the line of the story.

So we return to Paul trying to rise out of the bloody horizon of
his wife's death. We even have some instinctive comprehension of
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how he must degrade his beautiful closet-fuck; indeed we arc even
given the precise detail that he will grease her ass with butter before
he buggers her family pride. A scene or two later, he tricks forth her x
fear of him by dangling a dead rat^which he offers to cat. III saveb^Zy
the asshole for you," he tells her. “Rat’s asshole with mayonnaise. * jg
(The audience roarsX^Brando knows audiences.) She is standing
before him in a white wedding gown she has run away from a
TV camera crew that was getting ready to film her pop wedding^
She has rushed to the apartment in the rain. Now shivering, but rcT
covered from her fear, she tells him she has fallen in love with somei
body. He tells her to take a hot bathfor she’ll catch pneumonia, die,
and all he’ll get is “to fuck the dead rat.”

No, she protests, she’s in love.
“In ten years,” says Brando looking at her big breasts, "you’re

going to be playing soccer with your tits." But the thought of the
other lover is grinding away at him. "Is he a good fucker?”

"Magnificent.”
“You know, you’re a jerk. ’Cause the best fucking you’re going to

get is right here in this apartment."
No, no, she tells him, the lover is wonderful, a mystery^.^diffcr-

“A local pimp?”
“He could be. He looks it.”
She will never, he tells her, be able to find love until she goes

“right up into the ass of death.” He is one lover who is not afraid of
metaphor. “Right up his ass^till you find a womb of fear. And
then maybe you’ll be able to find him."

“But I’ve found this man,” says Jeanne. Metaphor has continued
long enough for her- "He’s you. You’re that man."

In the old scripted films, such a phrase was plucked with a movie
composer’s chord. But this is improvisation. Brando’s instant re(
sponse is to tell her to get a scissors and cut the fingernails on her
right hand. Two fingers will do. Put those fingers up his ass

“Quoi?"
“Put your fingers up my ass, are you deaf? Go on."
No, he is not too sentimental. Love is never flowers, but farts and

flowers. Plus every superlative test. So we see Brando’s face before
/J1? that trag'C angC,’C mask °f *ncornn,unicablc anguish

been written by Brando. P° p8n me icrecnphy hat )n effect



FAX NO. :5004872136
May- 31 2002 10:10AM P60

i,,prr^ ■ IJjC .. _---------- —

which has spoken to us across the years of his uncharted heroic
depths. Now he is entering that gladiator’s fundament again, and
before us and before millions of faces yet to come she will be his
surrogate bugger, real or simulated. What an entrance into the final
images of history! He speaks to us with her body behind him/and
her fingers just conceivably up him. “I’m going to get a pij^ are the
words which come out of his tragic face, “and I’m going to have a
pig fuck you,” yes, the touch on his hole has broken open one
gorgon of a fantasy1^ “and I want the pig to vomit in your face.
And I want you to swallow the vomit. You going to do that for me?”

“Yeah.”
“Huh?”
“Yeah!"
“And I want the pig to die whilej” a profound pause “while

you’re fucking him. And then you have to go behind, and I want
you to smell the dying farts of the pig. Are you going to do that for
me?"

“Yes, and more than that. Ancfworsc than before."

He has plighted a troth. In our year of the twentieth centurj^how
could we ever contract for love with less than five hundred pounds
of pig shit? With his courage to give himself away, we finally can
recognize the tragedy of his expression across these twenty-five
years. That expression has been locked into the impossibility of ever
communicating such a set of private thoughts through his beggar’s
art as an actor. Yet he has just done it. He is probably the only actor
in the world who could have done it. He is taking the shit that is in
him and leaving it on us. How the audience loves it. They have
come to be covered. The world is not polluted for nothing. There is
some profound twentieth-century malfunction in the elimination of
waste. And Brando is on to it. A stroke of genius to have made a
speech like that. Over and over, he is saying in this film that one
only arrives at love by springing out of the shit in oneself.

So he seeks to void his eternal waste over the wife’s suicide. He
sits by her laid-out corpse in a grim hotel room, curses her, weeps,
proceeds to wipe off the undertaker’s lipstick, broods on her lover
(who lives upstairs in the hotel), and goes through some bend of the
obscure, for now, off-stage, he proceeds to remove his furniture
from the new apartment. We realize this as we sec Jeanne in the
empty rooms. Paul has disappeared. He has ordered her to march
into the fans of the pig for nothing. So she calls her TV director to
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look at the empty apartment^ should they rent it? The profound!
practicality of the French bourgeoisie is squatting upon us. She apj
predates the value of a few memories to offer sauce for her lean
marriage. But the TV director must smell this old cooking^for he
takes off abruptly after telling her he will look for a better aparq
ment.

Suddenly Brando is before her again on the street. Has he been
waiting for her to appear? He looks rejuvenated. "It’s over," she
tells him. “It’s over," he replies. “Then it begins again." He is in
love with her. He reveals his biography, his dead wife, his unroT”
mantic details. "I’ve got a prostate like an Idaho potato but I’m still a
good stick majT.^ifl suppose if I hadn’t met you I’d probably settle
for a hard chair and a hemorrhoid." They move on to a hall, some
near mythical species of tango palace where a dance contest is taking
place. They get drunk and go on the floor. Brando goes in for a
squalid parody of the tango. When they’re removed by the judges,
he flashes his bare ass.

Now they sit down again and abruptly the love affair is termi-f
nated. Like that! She is bored with him. Something has happened.
We do not know what. Is she a bourgeoise repelled by his flopT
house? Or did his defacement of the tango injure some final nerve of
Upper French deportment? Too small a motive. Must we decide that
sex without a mask is no longer love, or conclude upon reflection
that no mask is more congenial to passion than to be without a name
in the bed of a strange lover?

There are ten reasons why her love could end, but we know none
of them. She merely wants to be rid of him. Deliver me from a
fifty-year-old/may even be her only cry.

She tries to flee. He follows. He follows her on the M&ro and all
the way to her home. He climbs the spiraling stairs as she mounts in
the slow elevator, he rams into her mother's apartment with her,
breathless, chewing gum, leering. Now he is all cock. He is the
memory of every good fuck he has given her. "This is the title shot,
baby. We’re going all the way.”

She takes out her father’s army pistol and shoots him. He mur4
murs, "Our children, our children, our children will remember |. h."
and staggers out to the balcony, looks at the Paris morning, takes out
his chewing gum, fixes it carefully to the underside of the iron rail?
ing in a move that is pure broth of Brando^ culture is a goat turd
on the bust of Goethe and dies. The angel with the tragic face
slips off the screen. And proud Maria Schneider is suddenly and
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most unbelievably reduced to a twat copping a pica. I don t know
who he is.” she mutters in her mind to the oncoming Jhcfp lie
followed me in the street, he tried to rape me, he is insane. I
do not know his name. I do not know who he is. He wanted to
rape me.”

The film ends. The questions begin. We_havc been seated to
more cinematic breakthrough than any film y- at the least -k- since /
Am Curious, Yellow. In fact we have gone much further. It is hard
to think of any film that has taken a larger step. Yet if this is “the
most powerful erotic film ever made^ then sex is as Ex-Lax to the
lady. For we have been given a bath in shit with no reward. The
film, for all its power, has turned inside out by the end. We have
been asked to follow two serious and more or less desperate lovers as
they go through the locks of lust and defecation, through some mocfT
em species of homegrown cancer cure, if you will, and have put up
with their modem depths^shit on the face of the beloved and find
love! ^\>nly to discover a peculiar extortion in the aesthetic. We
have been taken on this tour down to the prostate big as an Idaho
potato only to recognize that we never did get into an exploration of
the catacombs of love, passion, infancy, sodomy, tenderness, and the
breaking of emotional ice, instead only wandered from one onanist’s
oasis to another.

It is, however, a movie that has declared itself, by the power of its
opening, as equal in experience to a great fuck, and so the measure of
its success or failure is by the same sexual aesthetic. Rarely has a
film’s value depended so much on the power or lack of power of its
ending, even as a fuck that is full of promise is ready to be pinched
by a poor end. So, in Tango, there is no gathering of forces for the
conclusion, no whirling of sexual destinies (in this case, the audiA
ence and rhe actors) into the same funnel of becoming, no flying out
of the senses in pursuit of a new vision, no, just the full charge into a
blank wall, a masturbator’s spasm ^came for the wrong reason and
on the wrong thought-pr and one is thrown back, shattered, too ubiT
quitously electrified, and full of criticism for the immediate past.
Now the recollected flaws of the film eat at the pleasure, even as the
failed orgasm of a passionate act will call the character of the passion
into question.

So the walk our of the theater is with anger. The film has been in
reach of the greatness Kael has been talking about, but the achieve}
ment has only been partial. Like all executions less divine than their
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conccptiomTa^o will give rise to mutations that are obliged to cxT
plorc into dead ends. More aesthetic pollution to come! The pcr4
formance by Brando has been unique, historic, without compare
it is just possible, however, that it has gone entirely in the wrong di-|
rcction. He has been like a lover who keeps telling consummate
dirty jokes until the ravaged dawn when the girl will say, “Did you^
come to sing or to screw?" He has come with great honor and dig-l
nity and exceptional courage to bare his soul. But in a solo. We arc
being given a fuck film without the fuck. It is like a Western without
the horses. -----■>.

Now the subtle sense of displacement that has hung over the
movie is clear. There has been no particular high passion loose.
Brando is so magnetic an actor, Schneider is so attractive, and the
scenes are so intimate that we assume there is sexual glue between
their parts, but it is our libido which has been boiling that glue and
not the holy vibration of the actors on the screen. If Kael has had a
sexual liberation with Tango, her libido is not alone — the audience
is also getting their kicks^by digging the snots of the celebrated.
(Liberation for the Silent Majority may be not to attend a fuck but
hear dirty jokes.) So the real thrill of Tango for $5jWfaudiences beT
comes the peephole Brando offers us on Brando. They are there to
hear a world-famous actor say in reply to “What strong arms you
haye^'

“The .better to squeeze a fart out of you."
“What long nails you have.”
“The better to scratch your ass with.”
“Oh, what a lot of fur you have."
“The better to let your crabs hide in.”
“Oh, what a long tongue you have.”
“The better to stick in your rear, my dear."
“What’s this for?"
“That’s your happiness and my ha-penis."
Pandemonium of pleasure in the house. Who wants to watch an

act of love when the ghost of Lenny Bruce is back? The crowd’s iov
the med nat,ona celcbr?y is obsccne on screen-To measure
d d f13 ™gnet,sm of such an a«. ask yourself how many hunT
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In the original screenplay, the dialogue is so general and the char-1
acters so vague that one has to assume Trintignant, Sanda, and Beff
tolucci planned to give us something extraordinary precisely by
overcoming their pedestrian script. It is as if Bertolucci purposely
left out whole trunklines of plot in order to discover them in the
film. Only it was Brando who came along rather than Trintignant to
make^a particular character out of a general^ole, to “superimT
pose"'£- in accordance with Bertolucci’s desire 4- his own character
as Marlon Brando, as well as something of his lite, and a good bit of
his private obsessions. As he did that, however, the film moved
away from whatever logic the script had originally possessed. For
example, in the prc-Brando treatment, we would have been obliged
to listen to the following:

genius to recognize that the real interest of audiences is not in hav£
ing him portray the tender passages and murderous storms of an uni
ruly passion between a man and a woman, it is rather to be given a
glimpse of his kinks. His kinks offer sympathetic vibration to their
kinks. The affirmation of passion is that we rise from the swamps of
our diapersby whatever torturous route^to the cock and the
cunt; it is the acme of the decadent to go from the first explosive
bout of love in Tango down to the trimmed fingernails up his rec-f
turn.

Then follows the murder. Except it does not follow. It has been
placed there from the beginning as the required ending in Benof
lucci’s mind; it has already been written into the screenplay first
prepared with Trintignant and Dominique Sanda in mind. But
complications and cast changes occurred. Sanda was pregnant, et
cetera. Brando appeared, and Schneider was found. Yet the old end!
ing is still there. Since it did not grow convincingly out of the mateT
rial in the original script, it appears, after Brando’s improvisation, to
be fortuitous altogether.

jn-t-e-frs • tzif ___________ ______________________________
not drive a mile. No, one could start mass migrations if Nixon were
to give Brando’s pig-and-vomit address to the test of love.

Let us recognize the phenomenon. It would be so surrealistic an^
act, we could not pass Nixon by. Surrealism has become our objecl
tive correlative. A private glimpse of the great becomes the alchemy
of the media, the fool’s gold of the century of communication. In the 
age of television we know everything about the great but how they
fart^the ass wind is, ergo, our trade wind. It is pan of Brando^
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murderers, each other’s. But who succeeds in realizing this is^
twice the murderer. And that’s the biggest pleasure: watch-/
ing you die, watching you come out of yourself, white-eyed,
writhing, gasping, screaming so loud that it seems like the
last time.

Oo la la! We are listening to a French intellectual. It is for good
cause that Bertolucci wants to superimpose Brando’s personality^
Anything is preferable to Leon. And Brando most certainly obliterl
ates this mouthy analysis, creates instead a character who is half
noble and half a lout, an overlay drawn on transparent paper over
his own image. Paul is an American, ex-boxer, ex-actor, ex-foreign
correspondent, ex-adventurer, and now^with the death of his wife,
ex-gigolo. He is that character and yet he is Brando even more. He is
indeed so much like Brando that be does not quite fit the pan of
Paul he talks just a little too much, and is a hint too distinguished
to be the proprietor of a cheap flophouse at the age of fifty — let us
say that at the least Paul is close enough to the magnetic field of
Marlon for an audience to be unable to comprehend why Jeanne
would be repelled if he has a flophouse. Who cares, if it is Marlon
who invites you to live in a flophouse? On the other hand, he is also
being Marlon the Difficult, Marlon the Indian from the Under-I
world, Marlon the shade of the alienated, Marlon the young star
who when asked on his first trip to Hollywood what he would like
in the way of personal attention and private creature comforQpoints
to rhe nerve-jangled pet he has brought with him and says, “Get my
monkey fucked.”

Yes, he is studying whale-pronging in the Congo. He is the rau^
cous out-of-phase voice of the prairie. Afterward^ contemplating
the failure, we realize he has been shutting Schneider off. Like a
master boxer with a hundred tricks, he has been out-acting her
(with all his miser’s hoard of actor’s lore), has been stealing scenes
from her while she is nude and he is fully dressed, what virtuosity1
But it is unfair. She is brimming to let go. She wants to give the
young performance of her life and he is tapping her out of position
here, tricking her therelong after it is over we realize he does not
want the fight of the centurylbut a hometown decision. He did not
come to fuck but to shit. To defecate into the open-mouthed wonA
esTwfviU ’ence aud ?.kc.his cancercure in Pub,ic- k « the fastT

y. Grease up the kinks and bring in the pigs. We’d take a

----- i.EON (alias Paul): I make you die, you make me die, we re two
murderers, each other’s. But who succeeds in realizing this is^
twice the murderer. And that’s the biggest pleasure: watch/

S • __ wourc^lf -white-cvcd.
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stockyard of pigs if he would get into what the movie is about, but

off on the greeted solo of his life and artists as young as
Schneider and Bertolucci are hardly going to be able to stop him.

So he is our greatest actor, our noblest actor, and he is also our
national lout. Could it be otherwise in America? Yet a huge rage
stirs. He is so great. Can he not be even greater and go to the bottom
of every fine actor’s terror^-which is to let go of the tricks that ring
the person and enter the true arena of improvisation? It is there that
the future of the film may exist, but we won’t find out until a great
actor makes the all-out effort. —s

But now we are back to the core of the failure in Last Tango. It is
down in the difficulty of improvisation, in the recognition that imf"
provisation w4^ch is anything less than the whole of a film is next to
no improvisation. It has diminished from the dish to a spice that has
been added to the dish (usually incorrectly). Bertolucci is a superb
young director, adventurous, steeped in film culture, blessed with_
cinematic grace. He gives us a movie with high ambition, consider-|
able risk, and asense of the past. Yet he plows into the worst trap of
improvisation it is the simple refusal of film makers to come to
grips with the implacable logic of the problem. One does not add
improvisation to a script that is already written and with an ending
that is locked up. No matter how agreeable the particular results
may be, it is still the entrance of tokenism into aesthetics: “You
blacks may work in this corporationj'and are free to express youff~
selves provided you don’t do anything a responsible white employee
won’t do." Stay true to the script. It reduces improvisation to a free-
play period in the middle of a strict curriculum.

The fundamental demand upon improvisation is that it begin
with the film itself, which is to say that the idea for the film and the
style of improvisation ought to come out of the same thought. From
the beginning, improvisation must live in the premise rather than be
added to it. The notion is not easy to grasp, and in fact is elusive. It
may even be helpful to step away from Tango long enough to look
at another example of possible improvisation. An indulgence is
asked of the reader ^to think about another kind of film altogether,
a distracting hitch to the argument, but it may not be possible to
bring focus to improvisation until we have other models before us

, S° and imaginary film is offered: Orson Welles to
play Churchill while Burton or Olivier does Beaverbrook in the
week of Dunkirk. Let us assume we have the great good fortune to



HOI ’.MAILER FAX NO. :5084872136 May. 31 2002 10:13AM P67

iini.Hu, i-iin

find these actors at the height of their powersfand have for auteur-a
film maker who is also a brilliant historian. To these beginnings, he
X a company of intelligent English actors and gives them rhe
same historical material to study in order to proy.de a common dej
nominator to everyone’s knowledge. At this point the auteur and
rhe company agree upon a few premises of plot. The auteur will
offer specific situations. It will help if the episodes are sufficiently
charged for the actors to lose their fear first of improvisation
which is that they must make up their lines.

Then a narrative action can begin to emerge out of the interplay^
of the characters, in much the way a good party turns out dif-|
ferently from the expectations of the hostessfand yet will develop
out of her original conception. With a script, actors try to convince^
the writer, if he is present, to improve their lincS^with improvisa-|
tion they must work upon their wits. Why assume that the wits of
this company of intelligent English actors will have less knowledge
of manner and history than an overextended script writer trying to
work up his remote conception of what Churchill and Beaverbrook
might have been alike? Why not assume Welles and Burton have a_
better idea? Are they not more likely to contain instinctive knowl-j
edge in their ambulating meat? Isn’t the company, in its steeping as
good British actors into their own history, able to reveal to us more
of what such a week might have been like than any but the most iriT
spired effort by a screenwriter?

We all contain the culture of our country in our unused acting
skills. While Clark Gable could probably not have done an improviT
sation to save himself, since he had no working habits for that wharf"
soever, the suspicion still exists that Gable, if he had been able to
permit himself, could have offered a few revelations on the life of
Dwight D. Eisenhower, especially since Ike seems to have spent a
good parr of his life imitating Gable’s voice. If violence can release
love, improvisation can loose the^nused culture of a film artist

The argument is conceivably splendid, but we are talking about
fnstewai trnprovKattor^where the end is still knowritfnd k is th
details that are paramount. How simple (and intense) by companT
^ become the problems of doing a full improvisation for Tango
There we arc given a fundamental situation, a spoiled girl about^to
be married, a distraught man whose wife is a suicide. The man and

e girl are in the room to make love. We arc back ar rh» k T
fining. But wc can no longer project ahead! If the actors fcTnotff

iini.Hu
proy.de
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ing for one another sexually, as Schneider has indicated in several
interviews was the case for Brando and herself^-she may evCn_
have been telling the truth^then no exciting improvisation is posj
siblc on sexual lines. (The improvisation would have to work on the
consequences of a lack of attraction.) Actors do not have to fccj_
great passion for one another in order to give a frisson to the audi^
ence, but enough attraction must exist to provide a live coal for im£
provisation to blow upon. Without some kernel of reality to an im-|
provisation only a monster can continue to offer interesting lines.
Once some little attraction is present, there is nothing exceptional^
about the continuation of the process. Most of us, given the umbili-l
cal relation of sex and drama, pump our psychic bellows on many a
sensual spark, but then most affairs arc, to one degree or another,
improvisations, which is to say genuine in some part of their feeling
and nicely acted for the rest. What separates professional actors
from all of us amateur masses with our animal instinct for disscm-|
bling, our everyday acting, is the ability of the professional to take a
small emotion in improvisation and go a long distance with it. In a
scripted piece of work, some professionals need no relation to the
other actor at all? they can, as Monroe once said, “wipe them out’J_
and substitute another face. But improvisation depends on a contin4
uing life since it exists in the no-man’s-land between acting and umT
calculated response?it is a special psychic state, at its best more real
than the life to which one afterward returns, and so a special form of
insanity. All acting is a corollary of insanity, but working from a
script offers a highly controlled means of departing from one’s own
personality in order to enter another. (As well as the formal power
to return.) 

What makes improvisation fertile, luminous, frightening, and fi-l
nally wiggy enough for a professional like Gable to shun its practice
is that the actor is doing two things at once^ playing at a fictitious
role, while using real feelings, which then begin to serve (rather
than the safety of the script) to stimulate him into successive new
feelings and responses, until he is in danger of pushing into emo-P
tional terrain that is too far out-of his control.

If we now examine Tango against this perspective, the risks (once
there is real sexual attraction between the man and the woman)
have to multiply. They are after all not simply playing themselves/'
but have rather inserted themselves into highly charged creatures a
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violent man with a blood-fdlcd horizon and a spoiled middle-class
girl with buried tyrannies. How, as they continue this improvisa-/
tion, can they avoid falling in love/or coming to hate one another^
With good film actors, there is even every real danger that the pres4
cnee of the camera crew will inflame them furthc^since in every
thespian is an orgiast screaming to get out.

So murder is the first dramatic reality between two such lovers in
a continuing film of improvisation. They progress toward an end
that is frighteningly open. The man may kill the woman, or the
woman the man. Fortis actors, they have also to face the shame of
walking quietly away from one another, a small disaster when one is
trying to build intensity, for such a quiet ending is equal to a lack of
inspiration, a cowardice before the potential violence of the other.
Improvisation is profoundly wicked when it works?it ups the ante,
charges all dramatic potential, looks for collision. Yet what a dimenT
sion of dramatic exploration is also offered. For the actors can even
fall in love, can truly fall in love, can go through a rite of passage tb^
gethcr and so reach some locked crypt of the heart precisely because
they have been photographed fucking together from every angle,
and still^-perhaps it is thereby^-have found some private reserve
of intimacy no one else can touch. Let the world watch. It is not
near.

So the true improvisation that Tango called for should have
moved forward each day on the actors’ experience of the day before;
it would thereby have offered more aesthetic excitement. Because of
its danger! There is a very small line in the last recognitions of the
psyche between real bullets in a gun/and blanks. The madness of
improvisation is such, the intensities of the will become such, that 
one hardly dares to fire a blank at the other actor. What if he or she f
is so carried away by excitement that will refuse to fall? Bring
on the real bullet, then. Bite on it. 6

Of course, literal murder is hardly the inevitable denouement in
improvisation. But it is in the private design of each actor’s paranoia.
Pushed further together in improvisation than actors have gone be-f
fore, who knows what literal risks might finally have been taken.
That is probably why Brando chose to play a buffoon at a very high
levelI and thereby also chose to put Schneider down. Finally we
laugh at those full and lovely tits whidywllFbegoo^^^
donZSCr S.hc W’r CLh°°SC t0 ,ose thiny P°unds aftcr thc film is I
a°ne a who|e loss of thlrty pounds of puIchrjrude) Brando wkh

'f
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hh immense par.noi, (it is hardly unjustified^may hare concluded
like many an adventurous artist before him that he was adventuring
far enough. No need for more.

Still he lost an opportunity for his immense talent. If he has been
our first actor for decades, it is because he has given us, from the
season he arrived in Streetcar, a greater sense of improvisation out
of the lines of a script than any other professional actor. Sometimes
he seemed the only player alive who knew how to suggest that he
was about to say something more valuable than what he did say. It
gave him force. The lines other people had written for him came out
of his mouth like the final compromise life had offered for five better
thoughts. He seemed to have a charged subtext. It was as if, when-f
ever requested in other films to say script lines so bad as) “I make
you die, you make me die, we’re two murderers, each other’s,” the
subtext^-the emotion of the words he was using behind the
words ^-became^ "I want the pig to vomit in your face.” That was
what gave an unruly, all but uncontrolled, and smoldering air of
menace to all he did. >

Now, in Tango, he had nothing beneath the script, for his prcvi£;
ous subtext was the script. So he appeared to us as a man orating,
not improvising. But then a long speech can hardly be an improviT
sation if its line of action is able to go nowhere but back into the
prearranged structures of the plot. It is like the aside of a politician
before he returns to that prepared text the press already has in their
hands. So our interest moved away from the possibilities of the film
and was spent on the man himself, his nobility and his loutishness.
But his nature was finally a less interesting question than it should
have been, and weeks would go by before one could forgive Bertof
lucci for the aesthetic cacophony of the end.

Still, one could forgive. For, finally, Bertolucci has given us a fait/
ure worth a hundred films like The Godfather. Regardless of all its
solos, failed majesties, and off-the-mark horrors, even as a highly
imperfect adventure, it is still the best adventure in film to be seen
in this pullulating year. And it will open an abyss for Bertolucci.
The rest of his life must now be an improvisation. Doubtless he is
bold enough to live with that. For he begins Last Tango with
Brando muttering two words one can hardly hear. They arc: Fuck
God.

The unmanageable in oneself must now offer advice. If Bertolucci
is going to fuck God, let him really give the fuck. Then we may all
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know a little more of what God is willing or unwilling to forgive.
That is, unless God is old and has indeed forgot/and we are merely
out on a sea of human anality, a collective Faust deprived of
Mephisto and turning to shit. The choice, of course, is small. Willy-
nilly, we push on in every art and every technology toward the reT"
embbdiment of the creation. It is doubtless a venture more deT
mented than coupling with the pig, but it is our venture, our white
whale, and by it or with it shall we be seduced. On to the Congo
with sex, technology, and the inflamed lividities of human will.
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Many a fiction writer lives with at least one sense cocked to the possibility that 

some events are magical, and if so, how do you write about it?

This preface to the book Unholy Alliance by Peter Levenda, will not answer the

question, but it does give a quick tour of the territory. In corollary, I can add that on very

good days^when writing is at its best and keeps revealing to the you insights that you

never knew were in you, it is not difficult to recognize that writing itself may be a species 

of magic.

Unholy Alliance is a stimulating work to read for anyone interested in Nazism,

magic, the penetralia of history, the cults of the occult, and the present agonizing anxiety

of our lives. It is as if something larger than our educations, our sense of good and evil,

our lives themselves, seems to be threatening our existence, and this anxiety illumines

Unholy Alliance like a night light in some recess of the wall down a very long corridor.

If magic is composed of a good many of those out-of-category forces that press

against established religions, so magic can also be seen, in relation to technology at least,

as the dark side of the moon. If a Creator exists in company with an opposite Presence 
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(to be called Satan, for short), there is also the most lively possibility of a variety of

major and minor angels, devils and demons, good spirits and evil, working away more or 

less invisibly in our lives.

For some, it is virtually a comfortable notion that magic is a presence and a 

curse be as effective as a bomb?)

Nonetheless, given the many centimes of anecdotal and much-skewed evidence 

practice that can exist, can even, to a small degree, be used, be manipulated (if often with

real danger for the practitioner). For such men and women, the proposition is assured^

magic most certainly does exist as a feasible process-!-even if the affirmative is obliged to
f*

appear in determinedly small letters when posed against technology: (How often can a 

on the subject, it is still not irrational to assume—even if one has never felt its effects
I*

oneself-to assume, yesYphenomena of a certain kind can be regarded as magical in those
r r

particular situations where magic offers the only rational explanation for events that are 

otherwise inexplicable. Indeed, this is probably the common view. One explanation for 

the aggravated awe and misery that inhabited America in the days after the destruction of

the Twin Towers was that the event was not only monstrousYbut brilliantly effected in 

the face of all the factors that could have gone wrong for the conspirators. The uneasy

and not-to-be-voiced hypothesis that now lived as a possibility in many a mind was that

the success of the venture had been fortified by the collateral assistance of magic. Few

happenings can be more terrifying to the modem psyche than the suggestion that magic is

cooperating with technology. It is equal to saying that machines have a private

psychology and large events, therefore, may be subject to Divine or Satanic intervention.
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So let us at least assume that magic is often present as a salient element in the 

veiy scheme of things. Anyone who is offended by this/need read no further. Zheywill 

not be interested in Unholy Alliance. Its first virtue, after all, is in its assiduous detail, its

close description of the events and ideas of the occultists who gathered around the Nazis 

as practitioners, fellow travelers, and in the case of Himmler and the SS, as dedicated 

acolytes, fortified cultists.

What augments the value of this work is the cold but understanding eye of the 

author. Since his knowledge of magic and magicians is intimate, one never questions

whether he knows what he is writing about. Since he is also considerably disenchanted 

by the life practices of most of the magic workers, he is never taken in by assumptions of 

grandiosity or over-sweet New Age sentiments. He knows the fundamental flaw found in

-it is the vice that brought them to magic in the first place-^-precisely^.many occulti;

their desire to obtain power over others without paying the price. The majority of 

occultists in these pages appear to be posted on the particular human spectrum that runs 

from impotence to greed. All too often/they are prone, as a crew, to sectarian war, all-s 

without the virtue of having been earned.

out cheating, gluttony, slovenliness, ill will and betrayal. Exactly. They are at whatever

level they find themselves, invariably looking for that gift of the gods-Lpower that comes 

The irony, of course, is that most of them, in consequence, pay large prices in ill

health, failure, isolation, addiction, deterioration of their larger possibilities, even

personal doom. Goethe did not conceive of Faust for too little.
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Peter Levenda captures this paradox. What he also gives us is a suggestion that

cannot be ignored: The occultists on both sides in the Second World War (although most

particularly Himmler and the Nazis) did have some real effect on its histor^most

certainlj^pot enough to have changed the outcomej^ut enough to have altered motives

and details we have been taking for granted. What comes through the pages of Unholy

Alliance is the canny political sense Hitler possessed in relation to the separate uses of

magic and magicians. Levenda's dispassionate treatment of charged evidence is managed

(no small feat) in a way to enable us to recognize that Hitler almost certainly believed in 

magic, and also knew that such belief had to be concealed in the subtext of his speeches 

practices to be expected of a magicians' society; and a huge but camouflaged 

involvement, the Nazi movement itself, with its black-shirted Knight Templars of SS 

successful) in decimating the gypsy population of Europe, sneered publicly at seers,

psychic gurus, fortune tellers, all the small fry of the occult movement. He saw them, 

clearly as impediments to his own fortunes, negative baggage to his reputation. Yet he

also gave his support to the man he made into the second most important Nazi in 

existence, Heinrich Himmler, an occultist of no small dimension.

It was as if Hitler lived withinparticular Mamist notioir.-ft ijjj Engels'dictum

that "Quantity changes quality." A little magic practiced by a small magician can prove

a folly or a personal enhancement; a larger involvement brings on the cannibalistic 

and endeavors. Open avowal could be equal to political suicide.

Hitler was hell, therefore, on astrologers-and packed off many to concentration

camps especially after Rudolf Hess'flight to England in 1941, did his best (and was 
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men, becomes an immense vehicle that will do its best to drive the world into a new

religion, a new geography, a new masteiy of the future.

Why Are We in Vietnam? is the only novel I ever finished under the mistaken

belief I was writing another. Living in Provincetown on the edge of those rare, towering

and windy dunes whtch'give the tip of Cape Cod a fair resemblance to the desert of the

Sahara, I had begun to think of a novel so odd and so horrible that I hesitated for years to

begin it. I imagined a group of seven or eight bikers, hippies and studs plus a girl or two, 

In Provincetown, geography runs out, and you are surrounded by the sea.

began here. The Pilgrims lost interest in scrub pine, mournful

living in the scrub thickets that sat in some of the valleys between the dunes. Only six
Fix­

feet high, those thickets were nonetheless forests, and if could find a path through the

thorns and cat briars, nobody could track you, not in a hurry. So I peopled the thickets 

with characters: jny characters were as wild as anyone who ever came to Provincetown.

It is not a tame place. Years ago, a ^irst ^ady was once told it was "the Wild West of the

East,” and that is not a bad description. The tip of Cape Cod curls in on itself like a

spiral-i-the long line of the dunes comes around like the curve of one's palm and fingers
r

as they close into a fis^4-it is one of the very few places in America where one comes to

the end of the road for a more profound reason than real estate ceasing to be profitable.

So it is a strange place. The Pilgrims landed there before they went on to

PlymoutlU-Amerii
A

winds, and sand all over the land. They moved on, left ghosts. Whaling captains settled 
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in later, left ghosts. In winter, the town is filled with spirits. One can go mad in that

rainy climate waiting for March to end. It is a place for murderers and suicides. If

decades went by without a single recorded homicide, that record ended abruptly with a

crime of true carnage. A few years ago, a young Portuguese from a family of fishermen

killed four girls, dismembered their bodies, and buried the pieces in twenty small and 

scattered graves.

That catastrophe was not a good deal worse than anything I had already

contemplated for my gang, since I conceived of them making nocturnal trips from the

dunes into town where.out of the sheer boredom of an existence not nearly intense

enough to satisfy their health, they would commit murders of massive brutality and then

slip back to the dunes. Motiveless crimes. I saw a string of such crimes.

I was, as I say, in fear of the book. I loved Provincetown and did not think that

was a good way to write about it. The town is so naturally eerie in mid-winter and

provides such sense of omens waiting to be magnetized into lines of force that the novel

in my mind seemed more a magical object than a fiction, a black magic.

Nonetheless, I began the book in the spring of {66. It attracted me too much not to

begin. Yet because I could not thrust Provincetown into such literary horrors without

preparation, I thought I would start with a chapter about hunting bear in Alaska. A

prelude. I would have two tough rich boys, each as separated from social convention as

any two rich boys could be—Texans I would make them out of reserve memories of
|A

Texans I had served with in the 112th Cavaliy out of San Antonio. The boys would be

still young, still mean rather than uncontrollably murderous-^-the hunting might serve as 
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a bridge to get them ready for more. They would come back from the Alaskan hunting

trip ready to travel^Provincetown would eventually receive them.

Now anyone who reads the book which this preface serves will see that nobody

ever gets to Provincetown. The chapter on hunting becomes half-laldozen chapters; it

ends up being all of the book. If I wrote those chapters wondering how long it would

take to extricate myself with novelistic integrity from all the elaborations of the hunt I

seemed more and more bound to get into, it was not until those boys were back in Dallas

and I was getting ready to move them East that I realized two things:

(1)1 had nothing further to say about them.

(2) Even if I did, I could no longer believe that Tex and D.J. could still be

characters in the Provincetown novel. They had another quality by now.

So I lived with my manuscript for a few months and ended by recognizing that I

hadn't been too bright. I had written a novel, not a prelude. The book was done. Later, a

number of readers would think Why Are We in Vietnam? was far and away my best

book. I thought I had never written a funnier one.

In retrospect, I was less certain, however, of the humor. For when Sharon Tate

was murdered in the summer of^9, and the world heard of Charles Manson, I could

wonder what state of guilt I might have been in if I had written that novel of desert

murderers. How then could I ever have been certain Manson had not been sensitive to its

message in the tribal air?

But then writing has its own occult force. At best, we never know where our

writing comes from /or who gives it to us. 1/jack Kennedy's name is invoked in the first 
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sentence of An American Dreamfhine lines farther down that page a man named Kelly is

I'koT x-p
mentioned. Later in the same chapter we learn Kelly's middle name is OswalcP-Bamey

X h
Oswald Kelly. That chapter appeared in Esquire about a month after the assassination,

but it had been written three months earlier, a coincidence to force one to contemplate 

the very design of coincidence.

So/too/had I written in Barbary Shore about a secret agent named McLeodwho
9

had been, in his time, a particularly important Soviet agent. He lived in a cheap room on

the top floor of a cheap rooming house just across the hall from the narrator. Writing that

book, I always found it hard to believe that such a man would be found in such a place,

and the simple difficulty of not quite believing what I wrote did not help to speed the

writing of the book. A year after it was published, I rented a room in a dank old building

with high ceilings called Ovington Studios on Fulton Street in Brooklyn not half a mile

from the rooming house in Barbary Shore, and on the floor below during those ten years I

kept the studio was Colonel Rudolph Abel, the most important Soviet spy in America-^
fA

or, at least, so he was described by the FBI when the arrest was finally made.

We will never know if primitive artists painted their caves to show a

representation^orwhether the moving hand was looking tfeplacate the forces above and

the forces below. Sometimes I think the novelist fashions a totem just as much as an

aesthetic, and his real aim, not even known necessarily to himself, is to create a diversion

in the fields of dread, a sanctuary in some of the arenas of magic. The flaws of his work

can even be a part of his magical strength, as if his real intent in writing is to alter the

determinations of that invisible finger which has written and moved on. By such logic, 
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the book before you is a totem, not empty of amulets for the author against curses, static, 

and the pervasive malignity of our electronic air.

The unconscious can lead one to startling conclusions. In Ancient Evenings, I

named my protagonist Menenhetet and occasionally made it Meni for short. A couple of

years later I came across the translated text of an inscription on an ancient Egyptian

temple wall wbidroescribed the battle of Kadesh, a key event in the novel. In this

inscription was mentioned one Menni, Ramses the Second's equeny, which was exactly

Menenhetet's role in that part of the book. Somehow, I did not think of the coincidence

as eerie^^omfirmative, rather, as if it proved that there was some very good reason I

devoting so many years to the tome.

The story is that Robert Rauschenberg was once given the gift of a pastel from

Willem de Kooning. Rauschenberg, with de Kooning's permission, erased the pastel and

then signed it Pastel by de Kooning Erased by Robert Rauschenberg, after which he sold
r* / t 7~ J

it The story bothered me. There was something profound there but how to get ahold of

it? Then it came to me? Rauschenberg was saying that the artist has the same right to 

print money as the financier. Money is nothing but authority imprinted upon emptiness.

I laid the story to rest and was content until the day I thought^Maybe the person

who bought the pastel was neither a gambler nor an investor so aware of chic in painting 
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that he knew he could make a profit from reselling it. Maybe if a truly talented painter

erases the work of another truly talented painter, there's a resonance, an echo, in the lost

work. If, let's say, Fidel Castro had executed Charles de Gaulle/and buried him himself,

that would not be ordinary burial ground. Students of the occult would pay great

attention to the aura about the place. So I thought maybe that's what's transpiring here-L

some echo of de Kooning's original work might be illuminating the person who

purchased it. Therefore, I am obsessed with the story again. One of two possibilities

exists: Either the act was an outrage, or it advances our comprehension of the occult.

Famous plant-man Backster, attaching the electrodes of his polygraph to a

philodendron one night, wonders in the wake of this passing impulse how to test the plant

for some emotional reaction. Abruptly, a current courses through the philodendron at the

horror of this thought When Backster cuts or bums the leaf, however, the polygraph

registers little: The plant is numb. (Its sensitivity seems to be its life; its suffering, an

abstention from life.) The experiment suggests plants may be a natural species of

wireless. (What, indeed, did Picasso teach us if not that every form offers up its own

scream?) Radio is then no more than a prosthetic leg of communication whereas plants

speak to plantsjand are aware of the death of animals on the other side of the hill. Some

artists might even swear they have known this from the beginning, for they would see

themselves as stimulants who inject perception into the blind vision of the century.
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(And, like a junkie, does the century move into apathy from the superbrilliance of its

injections?)

The act of writing is a mystery and the more you labor at it, the more you become

aware after a lifetime of such activity that it is not answers which are being offered so

much as a greater appreciation of the literary mysteries. The primal enigma of the

profession-L-where do those words come from?—-not only arouses fear at the thought of

such powers disappearingjbut also inspires the happiness that one may be in contact with

some embodiment of literature itself. Now, of course, we cannot talk directly of such

matters; it is enough to amuse ourselves with our variety of approaches to the problem.

( In my college years, many of us used to have a certainty. It was that environment was all:

One was the product of one's milieu, one's parents, one's food, one's conversations, one's

dearest anchor most odious human relations. One was the sum of one's own history as it

was cradled in the larger history of one's time. One was a product, and if yejfwrote

novels, they were merely a product of the product With this working philosophy, I wrote

a book-^-it happened to be The Naked and the Dead—which was
I* |A

wholly comfortable to

me. I would not have known then what an author meant by speaking of any of his

works as uncomfortable/or worse, unnatural. The Naked and the Dead seemed a sure
T

result of all I had learned up to the age of twenty-five, all I had experienced and all I had

read. My characters had already been conceived and put in file boxes before they were

ever on the page. I had hundreds of filled-out file cards before I ever began to write. The 
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novel itself seemed merely the end of a long active assembly line and I felt able to
X ?

account for each part of it.
The next bootyfhowever^after The Naked and the Dead^vas such a mystery to me

that to this day I do not comprehend it. I can tell you what it is about, what I was trying

to say, but do not ask me where Barbary Shore came from. I used to feel as if this second
lN-eA£_

novel wpe being written by someone else. Where The Naked and the Dead had been put

together with the solidagreeable effort of a young carpenter constructing a decent house

while full of the practices, techniques, and wisdom of those who built houses before him,

Barbary Shore might as well have been dictated to me by a ghost in the middle of a

forest. Each morning I would sit down to work with no notion at all of how to continue.

My characters were strangers to m^and each day after a few hours of blind work

(because I never seemed to get more than a sentence or two ahead of myself) I would

push my plot and people three manuscript pages forward into their eventual denouement,

but I never knew what I was doing Aor"where it came from. It's fortunate that I had heard

of Freud and the unconscious; if not, I would have had to postulate such a condition

myself. An unconscious was the only explanation for what was going on. Now I was left

aware of two presences cooperating in the production of a literary work, and the second

had the capacity to take over the act of authorship from the first

Sometimes, when I am feeling tolerant to the idea of karma, demiurges, spirits of

the age, and the intervention of angels, saint, and demons, I also wonder if being a writer

over a long career does not leave you open to more than one origin for your work. In a

long career one may come forth with many books that are products of one's skill and 
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education, of one's dedication, but I also wonder if once in a while the gods do not look

about and have their own novels to propose and peer down among us and say, "Here's a

good one for Bellow," or"That would have been a saucy dish for Cheever, too bad he's

gone," orin my own case, "Look at poor old Mailer worrying about his job again. Let's

make him the agent for this absolutely wicked little thing about Vietnam." Who knows?

We may be sturdy literary engineers full of sound literary practice/or, as equally,

unwitting agents for forces beyond our comprehension. It matters less than the

knowledge that our books can come from more than one wondrous place. After all, it is

not so depressing to think that with all our hungers we can also have the fortune to be

handed in passing a few gifts we do not deserve. How agreeable to feel kin to the force

that put paintings on the walls of caves, set stonecutters to exactitudes that would permit

gothic arches, gave the calculus to Newton's age and space travel to ours. No, it is not so

ill to sense that we are also heir to emanations from some unaccountable and fabulous 

source. Nothing lifts our horizons like a piece of unexpected luck or the generosity of the

Every good novelist is a failure to himself. Every one of us. Dostoyevsky had to

see his career as a failure. He didn't write the last best book he had in mind. He died

with a sense of frustration. He had this great work in his being. He was going to create a

saint. He had already written about people who had visions of saintly existence but lived

in evil) Ivan Karamazov, for one. Now, Dostoyevsky wanted more. He looked to do 



315

more. He wanted to illumine the Russian people. He wished to introduce them to a more

profound grasp of saintliness. This, he felt, was altogether crucial to their survival as a

nation. He died with a sense of failure. He had not done the book he had been bom to 

do.

The novel has its own particular resource, which is close to magical. If you write

purely enough and your style's good enough, you can establish a communion between

yourself and the reader that can be found in no other art, and this communion can

continue not only for hours^^nrt for weeks, years. When the novel is dead, then the

technological society will be totally upon us.

3)

For six and a half centuries, we have been moving from the discovery of our

humanity, good and evil, into the circulation of the name. By extension, the name is
n

equal to money. Over the millenia, we have been extricating ourselves out of some

primitive obeisance to dread so complete that painting once lay inert on the field of two

dimensions (as if the medieval eye, like the primitive eye, did not feel ready to wander).

Then art dared to rise into that Renaissance venture to liberate ourselves from much of

the weight of our anxiety. Painters entered the space-perspective of volume and depth.

Now, with graffiti, we are back in the prison of two dimensions once more. Or is it the

one dimension of the name—the artfbrm screaming through space on a unilinear subway 

line?
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At night, in the yards, the walls of the subway cars sit there possessed of soul-p

you are not just writing your name but trafficking with the iron spirit of the vehicle

standing before you in the yard. What a set of inert iron beasts. There they stand in all

the corrals of the yard! The graffiti-writers, stealthy as the near-to-silent sound of their

movement, work up and down the line of cars, some darting in to squiggle a little toy of a

name on twenty cars-^their nerve has no larger surge-^-others embark on their first or
M n

their hundred7and-first masterpiece, daring the full enterprise of an hour of painting one

masterpiece while they cany all the tension of waiting for the disturbance of their

entrance to settle, waiting for the guards patrolling the lines of track to grow somnolent

and descend into the early morning pall of the watchman. Sometimes the graffiti-writers

would set out from their own turf at dark/yeHiot begin to paint until two in the morning,

hiding for hours in the surest comers of the yard or in and under the trains. What a

quintessential marriage of cool and style to write your name in giant separate living

letters, large as animals, lithe as snakes, mysterious as Arabic or Chinese curls of 

alphabet, and do it in the heart of a winter nightwhen the hands are frozen and only the 

heart is hot with fear. No wonder the best of the graffiti writers, those mountains of 

heavy-masterpiece production, STAY HIGH, PHASE 2, STAR TIT, get the respect, call it

the glory, that they are as famous and luminous to their people as a rock star. It is their

year. Nothing automatic about writing a masterpiece on a subway car. "I was scared," 
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said Japan, "all the time I did it" And sitting in the station at 15$!/ir^St Nicholas

Avenue, watching the trains go by, talking between each wave of subway sound, he is

tiny in size, his dark eyes as alert as any small and hungry animal who eats in a garden at 

night and does not know where the householder may be waiting with his varmint gun.

Now, as Japan speaks, his eyes never failing to miss the collection of names, 

hieroglyphs, symbols, stars, crowns, ribbons, masterpieces and toys on every passing car, 

there is a sadness in his mood. The city has mounted a massive campaign. There was a 

period in the middle when it looked as if graffiti would take over the city, when a

movement that began as an expression of tropical peoples living in a monotonous iron-

gray and dull brown brick environment, surrounded by asphalt, concrete, and clangor,
A A

had erupted to save the sensuous flesh of their inheritance from the macadamization of 

the psyche, save the blank city wall of their united brain by painting the wall over with

the giant trees and petty plants of a tropical rain forest Like such a jungle, every plant,

large and small, spoke to one another, lived in the profusion and harmony of a forest.

No one wrote over another name, no one was obscene—for that would have smashed the
f*

harmony. A communion took place over the city in this plant growth of names until
every institutional wall, fixed or moving, every modem new school^uducLlooked like a

brand-new factory, every old slum warehouse, every standing billboard, every

huckstering poster, and the halls of every high-rise low-rent housing project whreJr

looked like a prison (and all did) were covered by a foliage of graffiti that grew seven or

eight feet tall, even twelve feet high in those choice places worth the effort for one to

stand on another, ah, if it had gone on, the entire city of blank architectural high-rise 
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horrors would have been covered with paint. Graffiti writers might have become

mountaineers with pitons for the ascent of high-rise high-cost swinger-single apartments

in the East Sixties and Seventies. The look of New York, and then the world, might have

been transformed, and the interlapping of names and colors, those wavelets of ego

forever reverberating upon one another, could have risen like a flood to cover the

monstrosities of abstract empty techno-architectural twentieth-century walls where no

design ever predominated over the most profitable (and ergo most monotonous)

construction ratio implicit in a twenty-million-dollar bill.

The kids painted with less than this in view. Sufficient in the graffiti-proliferating

years of the early Seventies to cover the front door of every subway car they could find.

The ecstasy of the roller coaster would dive down into their chest if they were ever

waiting in a station and a twelve-car train came stampeding in and their name, HONDO,

WILDCAT, SABU, or LOLLIPOP, was on the front! Yes, the graffiti had not only the

feel and all the super-powered whoosh and impact of all the bubble-letters in all the mad

comic strips, but the zoom, the aghr, and the ahhr of screeching rails, the fast motion of

subways roaring into stations, the comic strips come to life. So it was probably not a

movement designed to cover the world so much as the excrescence of an excrescence.

Slum populations chilled on one side by the bleakness of modem designfand braiiH,

cooked on the other by comic strips and TV ads with zooming letters, even brain-cooked

by the whip of the capital capital letters in the names of the products, and gut-picked by

the sound of rock and soul screaming up into the voodoo of the firmament with the shriek

of the performer's electronic strings coiling like neon letters in the blue satanic light, yes, 
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all the excrescence of the highways and the fluorescent wonderlands of every Las Vegas

sign frying through the Iowa and New Jersey night, all the stomach-tightening nitty-gritty
A

of trying to learn to spell was in the writing, every assault on the psyche as the trains

came slamming in. Maybe it was no more than a movement -wfteJi^ooked to take some

of the excrescence left within and paint it out upon the world, no more than a species of

collective therapy, of grace exhibited under pressure in which they never dreamed of

going on to paint all of the blank and empty modem world, but the authority of the city

reacted as if the city itself might be in greater peril from graffiti than from drugs, and a

war had gone on, more and more implacable on the side of the authority with every legal

and psychological weedkiller on full employ until the graffiti of New York was

defoliated, cicatrized, Vietnamized. Now, as I sat in the station with John Naar and

Japan and we watched the trains go by, aesthetic blight was on the cars. Few

masterpieces remained. The windows were gray and smeared. The cars looked dull red

or tarnished aluminum-^-their recent coat of paint remover having stripped all polish

from the manufacturer's surface. New subway cars looked like old cars. Only the ghost=

outline of former masterpieces remained. The kids were broken. The movement seemed

over. Even cans of paint-spraj^could no longer be stolen. Now the ones set out for store

display were empty, the misdemeanors were being upped to felony, the fines were severe,

the mood was vindictive. Two hideous accidents had occurred. One boy had been killed

beneath a subway car, and another had been close to fatally burned by an inflammable

spray can catching a spark, yes, a horror was on the movement and transit patrols moved

through the yards and plugged the entrances. The white monoliths of the high-rise were 
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safe. And the subways were dingier than they had ever been. The impulse of the jungle

to cover the walled tombs of technology had been broken. Was there a clue to graffiti in

the opposite passion to look upon monotony and call it health? As I walked the streets

with John Naar, we passed a sign: PONT POLLUTE^KEEP THE CITY CLEAN. (
------------------- ------- - --------

"That sign," the photographer murmured, "is a form of pollution itself."

Years ago, back in the early Fifties, he conceived of a story he was finally not to

write, for he lost his comprehension of it. A rich young artist in New York in the early

.fifties, bursting to go beyond Abstract Expressionism, began to rent billboards on which

he sketched huge, ill-defined (never say they were sloppy) works in paint chosen to run

easily and flake quickly. The rains distorted the
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lines, made gullies of the forms, automobile exhausts laid down a
patina, and comets of flying birds crusted the disappearing surface,
with their impasto. By the time fifty suchbillboards had been fin-f
ished^ a prodigious year for the painter^- the vogue was on. His
show was an event. They transported the billboards by trailer-truck
and broke the front wall of the gallery to get the an objects inside. It
was the biggest one-man exhibition in New York that year. At its
conclusion, two art critics were arguing whether such species of
work still belonged to an.

“You're mad," cried onep“jt is not art, it is never an.”
“No," said the othe^/I think it’s valid."
So would the story end. Its title, Validity. But before he had

written a word he made the mistake of telling it to a young Abstract
Expressionist whose work he liked. “Of course it’s valid,” said the,
painter, eyes shining with the project. ‘Td do it myself if 1 could af-f
ford the billboards.”

The story was never written. He had assumed he was proposing a
satire, but it was evident he had no insight into how painters were
ready to think. Some process had entered an and he could not disT
cern it out.

Let us go back to the pastel by de Kooning which Rauschenberg
erased. The details, when further inquiry is made, are less'inff
promptu. Rauschenberg first informed de Kooning of what he
would do, and de Kooning agreed. The work, when sold, bore the
inscription “A drawing from Willem de Kooning erased by Robert
Rauschenberg.” Both artists are now proposing something more
than that the artist has the same right as the financier to print
money? they may even be saying that the meat and marrow of art,
the painterly core, the life of the pigment, and the world of techT
nique with which hands lay on that pigment are convertible to
something other. The ambiguity of meaning in the twentieth cenf
tury, the hollow in the heart of faith, has become such an obses^f
sional hole that art may have to be converted into intellectual trans^
actions. It is as if we are looking for stuff, any stuff with which to
stuff the hole, and will convert every value into packing for this
purpose. For there is no doubt that in erasing the pastel and selling
it, art has been diminished but our knowledge of society is certainly
enriched. An aesthetic artifact has been converted into a sociological
artifact. It is not the painting that intrigues us now but the lividities
of art fashion which made the transaction possible in the first place
Something rabid is loose in the century. Maybe we are not converrf
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ing art into some comprehension of social process/but rather are
using art to choke the hole, as if society has become so hopeless,
which is to say so twisted in knots of faithless ideological spaghetti^
that the glee is in strangling the victims. r-

But take the example further. Let us imagine a show at the Gugf
genheim. It will be like many we have seen. Let us make it a plausiT
ble modern one-man show. Nothing will be exhibited but computer
read-out sheets from a statistical operation. Hundreds of such sheets
tacked to the wall. Somewhat irregularly. Attempts at neatness will
be contradicted by a confusion in the style of placing them on the
wall of the Guggenheim as it spirals up the ramp. Checkerboards
alternate with ascending bands, then cul-de-sacs, paper stapled up 
every way.

We try to digest the aesthetic experience. Of what do the com-l
puter read-out sheets consist? What is the subject of their inquiry?
we ask. And what is the motive of the artist? Is he telling us some'T
thing about the order and disorder of the mind in relation to a tech­
nological world? Has he presented us with an ongoing composition
•of exceptional cunning? Is it possible he even has set the problem
for the computer himself? Maybe the endless numbers on these
computer sheets reflect some analogue to the tension of major
themes in his brain. Do we then have here an arithmetical display
whose relation to art is as complex as Finnegans Wake to literature?

Bullshit, responds the painter. The computer sheets were selected
at random. Because the artist did not even wish to bear an uncon\
scious responsibility for the selection, he chose an acquaintance
with whom he shared no great psychic identity to pick up the comA*
puter sheets for him. Neither he nor the acquaintance ever inquired
into the subject of the statistical problem, and he never took a look at
what was brought back. Rather, he spoke to the janitor at the Gug[
genheim by telephone and told him to tack up the pages any way at
all. The checkerboards and bands and cul-de-sacs of stapled paper
were merely a reflection of the personnel: the janitor worked with
two assistants. One was neat, the other drunk. And the painter
never came to see the show. The show was the., fact that people
came, studied the walls, lived for an uncertain hour in the Guggen-T
heim and went out again, their minds exercised by a question that
not only had no answer, but may not even have been a question
I he artist had done h« best to have no intent. Not unless his intent’

was to demonstrate that most of the experience of viewing
•ng is the context of the museum itself. We are next to one a paint-1

ofJohn
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Cage’s compositions in silence. Art has been saying with more and
more intensity: The nature of the painting hasbecome less interest(
ing than the relation of painting to society^ we can even erase
Rauschenberg’s erasure. Get the artist out of it altogether, and it is
still art. The world is turning inside out.

What step is left to take? Only one. A show that offers no object
at all. The last reference to painting or sculpture is the wall on
which something can be hung, or the floor on which a piece can sit.
That must now disappear. The art-piece enters the artist; the work
can only be experienced within his psyche.

From the New York Times, September 2, 1973, by Peter Plagens:

I
 a marksman-friend shot Chris Burden in the upper left arm with

a .22 long-jacket before an audience of 12 intimates. He (Burden)
figured on a graze wound with a Band-Aid slapped on afterward,
but it “felt like a truck hit my arm at 80 miles per hour”; he went
to the hospital, nauseous, and filed the requisite police report
("accident”).

Plagens goes on to describe other “pieces." Burden chooses situa|
tions for their possibility of danger, pain, humiliation, or boredom.
There is:

"Movie on the Way Down," in which Burden, hanging by his
heels, nude, six feet off a gym floor with a movie camera in his
hands, is summarily chopped loose.

The movie is presumably taken on the way down (is it filmed in
slow motion?) and he ends with a cut lip. There are other pieces
where he rockets flaming matches “at his nude supine wife" or sets
ablaze two !6-foot wooden crosses on Laguna Canyon Road at 2
A.M. “the intended audience for that piece," says Burden, “was
the one guy driving down the road who saw it first.” Ah, Los AnT
geles! For "Endurance/real time,” he I) stays in a locker for five
days, 2) docs 1600 tours of a gallery on his bicycle and 3) remains in
bed for three weeks and a day. He also pretends to be a dead man
lying under a tarpaulin on the street and is arrested by the police for
creating a traffic hazard. He gets a hung jury at his trial and the case
is dismissed but “one of the nine votes for conviction, a stewardess
told Burden if she ever saw him under a tarp again, she’d run over
him herself." He even does a study in the shift of identity. For "I

ecamc a Secret Hippie," Burden cuts his hair short and dresses in
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FBI clothes. “If you want to be a heavy artist nowadays," Plngcns^
reporting on Burden, concludes, “you have to do something unA
pleasant to your body, because everything else has been done.
[Burden] may be a product of art-world art history y- backed into,.
some untenable masochistic corner because all the other novelty ter]
ritory has been claimed."

At the least, Burden is fulfilling the dictum of Jean Malaquais that
once there are enough artists in the world, the work of art will be-]
come the artist himself. Burden is refining his personality. Through
existential tests. Burden isfiwt/exploring(his technique/but his vif
brations. The situations he chooses are, as Plagens describes,
"edgy." They have nothing remotely resembling a boundary until
they are done. In “Movie on the Way Down," Burden can hardly
know if he will cut his lip or break his neck, feel a live instant on the
descent or some dull anxiety. When he shoots lighted marches at his
nude wife the areas defined are empty before the action begins^.
Given every variable from Women’s Liberation to the sadomaso-|
chistic tales of Wilhelm Stekel, Burden can know in advance only
that a psycho-dramatic enterprise will be commenced. But where it
may end, and what everybody might fed ^will the matches burn
her skin?-j-will the marriage be fortified or scorched?^no, there
is no confidence which question is going to offer an answer. Perhaps
he is not refining his personality so much as attempting to clear a 1
space in his psyche free of dread. But isn’t that the fundamental opy
eration of the primitive at the dawn of civilization, the establishment
of the ego? For what is the human ego but a clearing in the forest of
the psyche free of dread? Money, held in one’s hand, is free of time.
Cash has no past; its future is assignable. It is powerful and empty.
So, too, is the ego. It bears the same relation to the psyche as cash
bears to the security or comfort of the body. The ego is virtually
separate from the psyche even as money is still separate from every
organic communicating logic of nature.

We are back to the cave man and his cave painting. His hand
draws the outline of the animal in defiance of those gods who watch
him. Burden is smashing his nose on the floor or displaying his wife
in defiance of the last gods of conventional art. They are that audi­
ence remnant of a once-leviathan bourgeois culture. They still
trickle out to see Happenings, the desire of the middle class to pre^
serve its last religion: the world of the artist, palette, museum and
gallery wall. Middle-class passion is to appreciate the work of art.

But art may be the little ball rolling off the tabic. Perhaps art now



from :MAILER FAX NO. :5064872136 May. 31 2002 10:22AM

>«tz

(SMr'is k>^o

-fjr—----- 77ji.' 1‘itifh of Groff nr
signifies some unheard reverberation from the subterranean obj,
session of us all: Is civilization coming to an end? Is society burnA
ing? Is the day of the cave man returning? Has our search for ego (
which was once so routine^ useful (somewhat heartless) ego to I
be fashioned for a useful (if heartless) society now gone past the
measure of our experience so that we no longer try to construct^
control center at the core of the mind, but plunge instead into a bi /
surdities which offer us that curious calm we find in the art of the
absurd, even as the cave man, defying his gods, discovered he was
not always dead on the next day. >

But we are at the possible end of civilization, and tribal impulses "
stan up across the world. The descending line of the isolated artist

s down from Michelangelo all the way toCh i is Du11
[s finally more comfortable to us than the writers of graffiti. For

urden is the last insult from the hippie children of the middle class
to the bourgeois art-patron who is their spiritual parent, but graffiti
speaks of a new civilization where barbarism is stirring at the roots.

If at the beginning of Western painting, man was small and God
was large; if, in the Renaissance, man was mysteriously large in his
relation to Godjfnow, in our times man has disappeared into God.
He is mass-man without identity, and he is God. He is all the
schizophrenia of the powerless and all-powerful in one psyche.

As we lose our senses in the static of the oncoming universal ma-/
chine, so does our need to exercise the ego take on elephantiasistical
proportions. Graffiti is the expression of a ghetto that is near to the
plague, for civilization is now closed off from the ghetto. Too huge
are the obstacles to any natural development of a civilized man. In
the ghetto it is almost impossible to find some quiet identity. No, in
the environment of the slum, the courage to display yourself is your
only capital, and in the streetsLcrime is the only productive process
that converts such capital to tne modem powers of the world, ego
and money. Art is not peace but war, and form is the record of that
war.

Yet there is a mystery still. From which combat came these curij
ous letters of graffiti, with their Chinese and Arabic calligraphies?
Out of what connection to the past did these lights and touches of
flame become so much like the Hebrew alphabet where the form of
the letter itself was worshipped as a manifest of the Lord? No, it is
not enough to think of the childlike desire to see one’s name ride by
in letters large enough to scream your ego across the city, no it is
almost ,f wc mlis, go into somc morc primcva| sens’v of'exis^ 

4^



tence. If our name is enormous to us, it is also not real—as if we have come from other

places than the name, and lived in other lives.

Perhaps this is the unheard echo of graffiti, the vibration of that profound

discomfort it arouses. Can the unheard music of its proclamation and/ir its mess, the

rapt intent seething of its foliage, be the herald of some oncoming apocalypse less and

less far away, and so graffiti lingers on our subway door as a memento of all the lives

ever lived, sounding now like the bugles of gathering armies across the unseen ridge.

That sound will be muted and heard again and muted and heard and muted into all the

decades of the century to come.
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Somewhere around the turn of the century, we have Chekhov visiting Tolstoy. He

ifit wnsrj^'

rents two

takes the train to the nearest station-»wrraHfie-mpfe
<-?uini| jL—
w rr>" ? ilSvir-ihni ft

horses and a sled and drives out through the snow to Yasnya Polyana. Tolstoy’s pretty 
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TOLSTOY

old by now, big, strong, severe, of course, and sits him right down and they talk. They 

drink tea and they talk. Tolstoy says: "Chekhov, you are a very good writer. You are

excellent. Some of your short stories are so good I would have been pleased to have

written them myself. But, Chekhov, I must tell you: You are a terrible playwright! You

are awful! You are even worse than Shakespeare!"
drive s

Afterward, Chekhov-dfiss^back to the railroad station through the snow. In his
Vj l\\

journal he weuj^ write: ”1 whipped the horses. To the moon I shouted, ’I am even worse
than Shakespeare!’^

.A ~4>u^r/
It’s a fine story buHJw^fiderodZwhydid Tolstoy dislike Shakespeare so? I

expect the answer is that Tolstoy was always searching for subtle but precise moral
. . fl­
judgment. That required a detailed sense of any sequence of events which produced a

dramatic or tragic event. You had to know how to assess the blarney for that, you

needed to know exactly when and why things happened

»IS-d WO/ZZO d E8E-1 -word iEifl ZOOZ-£I-«H
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example). He was looking for superb exchanges of dialogue and fantastic moment

But why Tolstoy would compare Chekhov to Shakespeare is another question. I

of their situation.

given when it is vapid and vaguely immoral. Thi^ was one of Tolstoy's most basic

don't know that anyone is prepared to answerthat-enc.

If there is a reason, I suspect it was for a different set of faults. Tolstoy

may have felt that Chekhov was a prelude to someone yet to arrive, someone like
his j

Beckett CChekhov's people were simply not doing what they ought to be doing. What

had to irritate Tolstoy immensely was that sat m their own spiritual excrement and
made wprfsweet speeches and moaned a little and sighed and groaned and never got out

its
at was a cardinal sin. One should not live with the

for sobriety of moral judgment. So he considered Shakespeare a monster who paid no
Willes

attention to causality except when it was useful to him. people did incredible things,

fell in love and/or murdered, usually with a minimum of preparatioi^Hamlet^and then

had exceptional speeches that seared an audience's consciousness. To Tolstoy, this was

monstrous, and must have been equal to the way some of us look these days-Ofr—

advertising campaigns that are stuffed with manipulation and little Filb^Hth
____________________________ -—- H.__

catchy ingredients for the sole purpose of leading people astray.

movie writerBut there, very much in the way, was Shakespeare, the
*- Sdvcn- SefgaAO „

who ever existed ' yeoroxicwdjong before moviCT-wero-owMoncaivfTftFor

Shakespeare was not interested in making careful connections with his peoplj^—-------
Actors j/ z

Shakespeare was looking to get Inmost dynamic i.ilny\ii ti I'ftogether under any remote

circumstanceTavailable, no matter how waeky-o/contrived/flGng Lear can be the first

HS-d fZO/EZO d £8E-1 -mo j j i£:tl ZOW-tl-W'i
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notions. You may have to tiverwOTa dreary given as a discipline but you do not accept
youp—'
th^Fcondition as eternal, as the meaning of life. He could not pennit that. Could not

accept how Chekhov made so much of the essential inanition of the Russian middle

class.

VIS-d V20/PZ0 d S8E-1 -no J j K=Vl 200?-El-«H
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HUCKLEBERRY FINN—ALIVE AT 100

Is there a sweeter tonic for the doldrums than old reviews of great novels? In

nineteenth-century Russia, Anna Karenina was received with the following: "Vronsky's

passion for his horse runs parallel to his passion for Anna"J. ^.^'Sentimental rubbish"

A ["Show me one page," says The Odessa Courier, "that contains an idea." Moby Dick
\ 11 A
was incinerated: "Graphic descriptions of a dreariness such as we do not remember to

have met before in marine literature"^ JrSheer moonstruck lunacy”| .1.1 .l"Sad stuff. Mr.

Melville's Quakers are wretched dolts and scrivellers and his mad captain is a monstrous

bore."

By this measure, Huckleberry Finn gets off lightly. The Springfield Republican 

no reliable sense of propriety," and the public library in Concord, Massachusetts was

confident enough to ban it: "the veriest trash." The Boston Transcript reported that

"other members of the Library Committee characterize the work as rough, coarse, and

inelegant, the whole book being more suited to the slums than to intelligent, respectable

people."

All the same, the novel was not too unpleasantly regarded. There were no large

critical hurrahs, but the reviews were, on the whole, friendly. A good tale, went the

consensus. There was no sense that a great novel had landed on the literary world of 
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1885. The critical climate could hardly anticipate T.N. Eliot and Emest Hemingway's

encomiums fifty years later. In the preface to the English edition, Eliot would speak of

'a masterpiece|.|.|.|Twain's genius is
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r i " -.nd Fmest went further. In Green Hills of Africa,
completely reall“j!' Hawthorne, and Thoreau, and paying off
S‘e C«gand s” Phen’Crane with a friendly nod, he proceeded
HtTV ‘‘All modern American literature comes from one book by
to declare, r-hyrklebem Finn It's the best book we’ve had.
Mark Twain called HucKlcoerry rinn. •• • *“ •^ American writing comes from that. There was nothing before.

There has been nothing as good since.
Hemingway, with his nonpareil gift for nosing out the perfect inn

du pays for an ineluctable afternoon, was more like other novelists in^
one dire respect: He was never at a loss to advance himself with his lid
erary judgments. Assessing the writing of others, he used the working
author’s rule of thumb: If I give this book a good mark, does it help .
appreciation of my work? Obviously, Huckleberry Finn has passed the
test.

A suspicion immediately arises. Mark Twain is doing the kind of
writing only Hemingway can do better. Evidently, we must take a look.
May I say it helps to have read Huckleberry Finn so long ago that it feels
brand-new on picking it up again. Perhaps I was eleven when I saw it
last, maybe thirteen, but now I only remember that I came to it after
Tom Sawyer and was disappointed. I couldn’t really follow The Advent
tures of Huckleberry Finn. The character of Tom Sawyer^whom I had
liked so much in the first bookwas altered, and did not seem nice anyT
more. Huckleberry Finn was altogether beyond me. Later, I recollect
being surprised by the high regard nearly everyone who taught
American LiDlavished upon the text, but that didn’t bring me back to
it. Obviously;! was waiting for an assignment from The New York Times.

Let me offer assurances. It may have been worth the wait I supT
pose I am the ten millionth reader to say that Huckleberry Finn is an ex{
traordinary work. Indeed, for all I know, it is a great novel. Flawed,
quirky, uneven, not above taking cheap shots and cashing far too
many checks (it is rarely above milking its humorfpall the same, what
a book we have here! I had the most curious sense of excitement. After
a while, I understood my peculiar frame of attention. The book was so
up-to-date! I was not reading a classic author so much as lookintr at a
new work sent to me in galleys by a publisher. It was as if it had arrived
ofenT.n 1.OStrartle“Crs thal says’ "We won'1 makc <1* data
slT b“ r?° haV‘ an cx,ra'>r<«narT tat novel to send out"
So it was like reading hom Hm lo Eternity in galleys back in Iqnn
Im Down in Darkness, Catch-22 or The World /LJr' , J 950, °r
reads like a fcbnlons first novel) (which

annnyed.
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writer had moved onto the block. He could be a potential friend or
enemy, but he most certainly was talented. ,.ntW

That was how it felt to read Huckleberry Finn a second time. I kept
resisting the context until I finally surrendered. One always does, u I
render sooner or later to a book with a strong magnetic field. I felt as
if I held the work of a young writer about thirty or thirty-five, a prodt{
Lsly talented fellow from the Midwest, from Missouri probably
who had had the audacity to write a historical novel about the Missis\
sippi as it might have been a century and a half ago, and this young
writer had managed to give us a circus of fictional virtuosities. In
nearly every chapter new and remarkable characters bounded out_
from the printed page as if it were a tarmac on which they could per j
form their leaps. The author's confidence seemed so complete that he
could deal with every kind of man or woman God ever gave to the
middle of America. Jail-house drunks like Huck Finn’s father take
their bow, full of the raunchy violence that even gets into the smell of
clothing. Gentlemen and river rats, young, attractive girls full of grit
and "sand," and strong old ladies with aphorisms clicking like knittihg
needles, fools and confidence mcn—what a cornucopia of rabble and
gentry inhabit the author's river banks.

It would be superb stuff if only die writer did not keep giving
away the fact that he was a modern young American working in 1984.
His anachronisms were not so much in the historical facts—those
seemed accurate enough—but the point of view was too contempoT
rary. The scenes might succeed—say it again, this young writer was
talented!—but he kept betraying his literary influences. The author of
The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn had obviously been taught a lot by
such major writers as Sinclair Lewis, John Dos Passos, and John Stein-T
beck; he had certainly lifted from Faulkner and the mad tone
Faulkner could achfeve when writing about maniacal men feuding in
deep swamps; he had also absorbed much of what Vonnegut Ind
Heller could teach about the resilience of irony. If he had a surer feel
for the picaresque than Saul Bellow in dime ..m h„ S,'. f-
»ve of that work. In places one could swear 1° 1 'J h ‘denv'
Catcher in the Rye, and he probably dinned I ^*1 memorized TAr
We in VielnnJHe might even hare smdf iDd”’m™an<i My Are
’tars. You could feel traces of lohn w ' re*' mannerisms of movie
Reynolds in his pages ““{nho^H'd TMcl-'gl'"’and

Holly„ood comedy on small-mwnII fc H ° “ digCSted ’
Of the Mississippi before the Civil War ' lnst'nct f°r life in hamleu

couldn't be more cwnmercial “ Sharp ” h ™ fa"*al.
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No matter. With a talent as large as this, one could forgive the obA
. for success. Many a large talent has to go through large bor-\

rowings in order to find his own style, and a lust for P”P"la^CCeS^
while dangerous to serious writings not necessarily fatal Yes one
could accept the pilfering* from other writers, given the scope of his
work, the brilliance of the concepl-to catch rural America by a trip
on a raft down a great river! One could even marvel uneasily al the
depth of the instinct for fiction in the author. With the boy Huckle-1
berry Finn, this new novelist had managed to give us a character of no
comfortable, measurable dimension. It is easy for characters in modi
em novels to seem more vivid than figures in the classics but, even so,
Huckleberry Finn appeared to be more alive than Don Quixote and
Julian Sorel, as naturally near to his own mind as we are to ours. But
how often does a hero who is so absolutely natural on the page also
succeed in acquiring convincing moral stature as his adventures de­
velop?

Tt is to be repeated. In the attractive grip of this talent, one is
ready to forgive the author of Huckleberry Finn for every influence he
has so promiscuously absorbed. He has made such fertile use of his
borrowings. One could even cheer his appearance on our jaded literT
ary scene if not for the single transgression that goes too far. These are
passages that do more than borrow an author’s style—they copy it! InA
fluence is mental, but theft is physical. Who can declare to a certainty
that a large part of the prose in Huckleberry Finn is not lifted directly
from Hemingway? We know that we are not reading Ernest only be?
cause the author, obviously fearful that his tone is getting too near, is
careful to sprinkle his text with “a-cluttcrings" and “warn’ts” and
“anywheres” and “t’others.” But we have read Hemingway—and so
guised" thr°Ugh kn°W WC arC reading pure Hemingway dis?

We cut young cottonwoods and willows and hid
them. Then we set out the lines. Next we d?d in o
had a swim ... then wp <se» , e s ld lnto river and
river was knee Jeep and watched the d ' b°‘tOni where ,he
anywheres... the fim thing Io see Jooktaf N<“ ’ Sou"d

a kind of dull line—that was th/ J a"ay °Ver the "at“.
couldn't make nothing else oue th™ °" '’°‘l,er sid'l you
more paleness spreading around th P’ ' pla“the sky; then
nwayoff.andwarn'tb!ackanyra„;e , 'h'™cr s“f«ned up
- ’<reak on the water which you k'o„ b?°U «e

V "°» by the look of the streak
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< in a swift, current which breaks on it and
) makes that streak look that way; and you see the mist curl up off
2J the water and the east reddens up and the river.

Up to now I have conveyed, I expect, the pleasure of reading this
book today. It is the finest compliment I can ofler. We usei an. unspol
ken standard of relative judgment on picking up a classic. Secretly, w
expect less reward from it than from a good contemporary novel. The
average.intelligent modern reader would probably, under torture,
admit that Heartburn was more fun to read, minute for minute, than
Madame Bovary, and maybe one even learned more. That is not to say
that the first will be superior to the second a hundred years from now
but that a classic novel is like a fine horse carrying an exorbitant im\
post. Classics suffer by their distance from our day-to-day gossip. The
mark of how good Huckleberry Finn has to be is that one can compare
it to a number of our best modem American novels and it stands up
page for page, awkward here, sensational there—absolutely the equal
of one of those rare incredible first novels that come along once or
twice in a decade. So I have spoken of it as kin to a first novel because
it is so young and so fresh and so all-out silly in some of the chances it
takes and even wins. A wiser older novelist would never play that far
out when the work was already well along and so neatly in hand, but
Twain does.

For die sake of literary propriety, let me not, however, lose sight
of the actual context. The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn is a novel of the
nineteenth century and its grand claims to literary magnitude are also
to be remarked upon. So I will say that the first measure of a great
novel may be that it presents—like a human of palpable charisma—an
all but visible aura. Few works of literature can be so luminous withT
out the presence of some majestic symbol. In Huckleberry Finn we are
presented (given the possible exception of Anna Livia Plurabelle) with
the best river ever to flow through a novel, our own Mississippi, and
n the voyage down those waters of Huck Finn and a runaway slave on

raft, we are held in the thrall of the river. Larger than a charac7
and d,6 W J man*fcsl Prcscnce> a demiurge to support the man
 d the boy, a deity to betray them, feed them, all but drown them

fltng them apart, float them back together. The river winds like a
thSethhr°Ugh the "I™ of the truc narrative, which is nothing less

n the ongoing relation between Huck and the runaway shvJtb'
; ^ggerJim whose name embodies the very stuff of the slave system irt

his name (s not Jim but Nigger Jim. The growth of loveTnd
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knowledge between the runaway white and the runaway black is a re-|
lation equal to the relation of the men to the river, for it is also full of
betrayal and nourishment, separation and return. So it manages to
touch that last fine nerve of the heart where compassion and iron^,
speak to one another and thereby give a good turn to our most pro^
tected emotions.

Reading Huckleberry Finn, one comes to realize all over again that
the near burned-out, throttled, hate-filled dying affair between whites
and blacks is still our great national love affair, and woe to us if it ends
in detestation and mutual misery. Riding the current of this novel, we
are back in the happy time when the love affair was new and all
seemed possible. How rich is the recollection of that emotion! What
else is greatness but the indestructible wealth it leaves in the mind’s
recollection after hope has soured and passions are spent? It is always
the hope of democracy that our wealth will be there to spend again,
and the ongoing treasure of Huckleberry Finn is that it frees us to think
of democracy and its sublime, terrifying premise: Let the passions and
cupidities and dreams and kinks and ideals and greed and hopes and
foul corruptions of all men and women have their day and the world
will still be better off, for there is more good than bad in the sum of us
and our workings. Mark Twain, whole embodiment of that demof
cratic human, understood the premise in every turn of his pen, and
how he tested it, how he twisted and tantalized and tested it until we
arc weak all over again with our love for the idea.

New-York Tinies Huck Review (BecnuUi 'J, 1304)7
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ODDMENTS ON HEMINGWAY

LENNON: I don't think anyone can deny the brilliance of Hemingway in terms of style.

But Hemingway could never write a book like The Naked and the Dead in which you're

talking about fascism coming to America, technology, and the kinds of themes you have

dealt with over the past thirty years.

MAILER: I didn't say Hemingway was brighter than I was. I just said he writes better.

LENNON: But that's not the same as saying his talent is better.

MAILER: Well, I think it is. You can have marvelous character actors like Charles

Laughton who can play just about any part. Then you get someone like Marilyn Monroe 

who, in the technical sense, has a small talent. But she can come out and hold a 

mandolin and play a little ditty and wonderful things happen. Let's take an example we

would argue about less. In the technical sense, there were limitations, I suppose, to
Charlie Chaplin. Any number of actors can do a credible imitation of Charlie Chaplin/^

and, in addition, play fifty roles Chaplin would never go near. Yet we could never argue

that they were greater than Chaplin. Even though they might achieve ninety-five percent 

of him in an imitation, Chaplin plucked a nerve in us that very few artists reach. What

great artists do is so profound, you don't debate with it.

(T.)

Hemingway's style affected whole generations of us, the way a roomful of men

are affected when beautiful woman walks through-Ltheir night is turned for better or for
|A



3:

worse. His style had the ability to hit young writers in the gut^and they weren't the same

after that. \

I guess I would say that he occupies the very center of American writing. No

matter how serious or superficial a reader you are, you quickly sense that you are in the

hands of someone who writes so well that your wits are keyed afterward to the flaws in

the bad writing of others, and, worse, in yourself.

What characterizes every book about Hemingway I have read is the way his

character remains out of focus. Even a writer with an edge as hard as Lillian Ross did

not seem able to catch him properly in her famous New Yorker piece. Hemingway was

there, but much too precise in his portrajtas if he had sat for one of those neo-realistie-

paintings where the pride of the artist is to make the subject look as if he has been

photographed, not painted.

For contrast, there is Carlos Baker's monumental biography and it gives us an

immense amount of day-to-day material somewhat modestly undigested. It is

"TkeJ- /
nonetheless an invaluable book whieh'every ambitious biography to come will evaluate

r?
detail by detail, a necessary task, for Baker's book was written with a determinedly soft

focu^as if the author felt his literary mission was not so much to present the man as to

cover every year of Hemingway's existence in the recollections of his friends.

There is also A|E. Hotchner's bookwhich gives us a portrait, and most readable it

is, but askew. Hotchner is using a wide-angle
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lens; the very nostrils of the great man are distorted. Sadly^wc
learn there is reason to believe the materials are transposed. A
long and marvelously articulated speech which Hemingway
makes once to Hotchner turns out in fact to have been taken from
a letter. It is a minor literary peccadillo of the sort professional
magazine writers commit often, since their skills mature in a
school which demands vou tell your story fast and make it track
(and a quotation from a letter comes off slower than a man
talking), but such methods breed distortion with their speed.

Now, we have here a book written by a son about his father,
written by a son who is not a professional writer as he is quick to
tell you (although he can write interestingly enough'^pit may

even be a book which will be read at one sitting by more than
half the readers who pick it up). That is because it is unlike most
books written by sons about great fathers. There is nothing
slavish here. The son lies to the father, and the father pays him
back, meanly; the son loves the father and the father loves him
back, but in his own style, and it is remote enough for the son to
hate him a little as well. If it is a portrait written in love, it is with
all the sweets and sours of love. What characterizes love when 
not wholly blissful is how damnably sweet and sour it gets. It
kills any man or woman if they have the bad luck to be deeply in
love with a veritable son of a bitch, and every bad thing we have
ever heard about Hemingway can find its echo in this book. You
do not have to wonder when you are done why any number of
men and women could know Hemingway well and hate him
Y" everything line, noble, attractive, and splendid in the man

comes with ils echo as well. For „ncc. you ca„ read ,
about Hemingway and not have to decide whether you like him
or not. Hets there. By God, he exists. He is a father, good and
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bad by turns, even sensational and godawful on different days of
the year, and his contradictions are now his unity, his dirty
fighting and his love ofcraft come out of the same blood. We can
feel the man present before us, and his complexes have now
become no more than his moods. His pride and his evasions
have become one man, his innocence and sophistication, his
honesty and outsize snobbery, his romantic madness and inconT
ceivably practical sense of how to be outrageously romanticj'i t all

comes through as in no other book about Hemingway, and for
the simplest reason^'the father was real to the son. Whereas

those of us who approach Hemingway from without have been
in the position of trying to find the reality behind the legend, and
that is an especially contemporary form of analysis which tends
to come out wrong. Hemingway, when all is said, was a Mid|
western boy seized by success and ripped out of every root, and
he spent the rest of his life j^hying to relocate some of his old

sense of terra firma by following each movement of the wind
(and there were many) through his talent and his dread. What a
remarkable achievement)lhat the sense of that talent and dread,

while hardly ever referred to in these pages, is nonetheless in
every paragraph of this unassuming and affective memoir.

Jun. 01 2002
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The crudest criticism ever delivered of Henry James is that he
had a consciousness (and a style) so hermetic that his pen would

“have been paralyzed if ghc^f his charactars-had ever entered a town
house, removed his hat, and found a turd on his head (a matter we
would hope of small moment to Tolstoy or to Dostoyevsky or to
Stendhal). Hemingway would have been bothered more than he
liked. Miller would have loved it. How did his host react to the shit?_
How did our host’s wife? My God, the way she smacked her nos-|
trils, you can be sure her thighs were in a lather.

In fact, Hemingway would have hated such a scene. He was try-|
ing to create a world where mooct^which Hemingway saw as the
staff of life^pcould be cultivated by the scrupulosity with which
you kept mood aloft. Mood surviving through the excellence of your
gravity, courage, and diction, that is to say, your manners.

Hemingway’s dreams must have looked down the long vista of his
future suicide. So he had a legitimate fear of chaos. He never wrote
about the river'^'he contented himself with the quintessentially
American aesthetic of writing about the camp he set up each night
by the side of the river: That was the night we made camp at the
foot of the cliffs just after the place where the rapids were bad.

Miller became the other half of literature, an espontaneo without
fear of his end, a literary athlete at ease in air, earth, or water. I am
the river, he was always ready to say, I am the rapids and the plac-j
ids, I’m the froth and the scum and the twigs<£>what a roar as I go
over the falls. Who gives a fart? Let others camp where they may. I
am the river and there is nothing I can’t swallow.

Hemingway’s world was doomed to collapse so soon as the forces
of the century pushed life into a technological tunnel; with Hem4_
ingway, mood could not survive grinding gears, surrealist man-1
ners'^C' here’s shit in your hafT^tatic, but Miller took off at the_
place where Hemingway stoppea. In Tropic of Cancer he was sayf
ing^'and it is the force of the boolT^~t am obliged to live where
mood is in the meat grinder, so I know more about it. I know all of
the spectrum that runs from good mood to bad mood, and can tell
youX^a stinking mood is better than no mood. Life has been de­
signed to run in the stink.

Miller bounces in it. We read Tropic of Cancer, that book of hor{ .
tors, and feel happy. It is because there is honor in the horror, and;
metaphor in the hideous. How, we cannot even begin to say.-
Maybe, mood is vastly more various, self-regenerative, hearty and.r
sly than Hemingway ever guessed. Maybe mood is not a lavendar,1
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lady, but a barmaid. Without stoicism or good taste, or even a nose_
for the nicety of good guts under terrible pressure, Miller is still liv)
ing closer to death than Hemingway, certainly he is closer if the
sewer is nearer to our end than the wound.

History proved to be on Miller’s side. Twentieth-century life was
leaving the world of individual effort, liquor, and tragic wounds, for
the big-city garbage can of bruises, migraines, static, mood chemij~
cals, amnesia, absurd relations, and cancer. Down in the sewers of
existence where the cancer was being cooked, Miller was cavorting.
Look, he was forever saying, you do not have to die of this crud. You
can breathe it, eat it, suck it, fuck it, and still bounce up for the next
day. There is something inestimable in us if we can stand the smell.
Considering where the world was going^p right into the world
wide sewer of the concentration camp^-VMiller may have had a
message that gave more life than Hemingway.



is to say swallowedjn
' four or five weeks, and then re-read over another month or two,

sit in one’s mind with all the palpability of a huge elm lying in y
backward. The nobility of the trunk is on the ground for you to exf
amine, not to speak of the rich nightmare of the roots and crawlers.
To read Miller in that short a period reopens the old questionwhich
is always too large: What is a man? Just as our uprooted eltn would
take on constellations of meaning as it lay in the yardfuntil finally it,
could be reminiscent of a battleship, or a host of caverns in Hieron-|
ymus Bosch, so might you be forced to ask: What the devil is a tree?
Just so does Miller return us to the first question of humanism.
What, finally, is a Man? Nothing is settled after all. We have been
given the illusion that we know Miller, know every one of his vices,
peccadilloes, hustles, horrors, cadges, gifts, flaws, and transcendent
generosities, arc, yes, familiar with that man whd is by his own def"
scription “confused, negligent, reckless, lusty, obscene, boisterous,
thoughtful, scrupulous, lying, diabolically truthful/.IJ ,| filled with
wisdom and nonsense." Nonetheless, when we arc done reading, we
wonder if we know anything. It is not that he bears no relation to
the Henry Miller who is the protagonist of his books. (That Henry
Miller is, indeed, the ultimate definition of the word protagonist.)
No the real Henry Miller, which is to say, the corporeal protean
Miller a few writers knew intimately and wrote about well, Anais Q
INm being the first, is not very different from his work but more
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like a transparency laid over a drawing, copied, and then skewed a,
decree. He is just a little different from his work But m that dtfferf

«U the mystery of his own personality and the paradoxes of a
X artist. And the failure. For it is imposstble to talk of a great art^
^without speaking of failure. The greater tfcy are, the more they
do not fulfill their own idea of themielvesjj«iiuy.i.il<y
LutfOfrHHtfron GfHt smm ind Tslstny nrvrr hrnnghr a sA-
<Z7nrMTnnrnWw. uwu/Miller was never able to come to focus
on the one subject which cried out to him: D. II. Lawrences old
subject ^what is to be said of love between a man and a woman’/
Miller saw that Lawrence had come to grips with the poetry of sex
but none of the sewer gas. Miller would strike matches to the sewer
gai/ind set off literary explosions, but he never blew himself over to
the other side of the divide. While nobody can be more poetic than
Miller about fornication itself^two hundred beer-hall accordions
might is well be pumping away as he describes the more heavenly
engagements he has played^ the writing becomes an evocation of
some disembodied but divine cunt and what it is doing to him —'his
apprecistion equal to the enjoyment of a great symphony, yet he
still cannot write about fucking with love. (Of course, it is fair to
ask, who can?) Miller nonetheless pounds away on the subject like a
giant phallus trying to enter a tiny Vagins'!- in the pounding is one
simple question: How the hell do you get in?

Miller has not lacked for adulation. A small but accountable part
of the literary world has regarded him as the greatest living Atneri-|
can writer for the last four decade^nd indeed, as other American
writers died, and Hemingway was there no longer, nor Faulkner
and Fitzgerald, not Wolfe, not Steinbeck, nor Dos Passos, and Sirif’
clair Lewis long gone, Dreiser dead and Farrell in partial obscurity,
who else could one apeak of as the great American author? More^
over, Miller provided his considerable qualifications. One had to go
back to Melville to find a rhetoric that could prove as noble under
full sail. Miller at his best wrote a prose more overpowering than
Faulkner’s'!-the good reader is revolved in a farrago of light with
words heavy as velvet, brilliant as gems; eruptions of thought cover
the page. You could be in the vortex of one of Turner’s oceanic
holocausttwhere the sun shines in the very center of the storm. No,
there is nothing like Henry Miller when he gets rolling. Men with
literary styles as full as Hawthorne's appear by comparison stripped
of their rich language; one has to take Ar English back to



Marlowe and Shakespeare before encountering a wealth of imagery
equal in intensity.

Yet it can hardly be said that the American Establishment walks
around today thinking of Henry Miller as our literary genius/or one
of die symbols of human wealth in America. Bom in 1891, he will/;
be cighty-five by December 26 of 1976, an artist of incomparably
larger dimensions than Robert Frost, yet who can conceive of a^
President inviting him to read from his work on Inauguration DayJ-
no, the irony is that a number of good and intelligent politicians'

. xrnigEit/ven have a slight hesitation over whether it is Arthur Miller
orHenry Miller being talked about. "Olf^ycs, Henry Miller,” they
might say at last, "the guy who writes the dirty books."

Even in the literary world, however, Miller’s reputation survives
in a vacuum. It is not that he lacks influence. It is not even excessive
to say that Henry Miller had influenced the style of half the good
American poets and writers alive today: Would books as different as
Naked Lwnch, Portnoy's Complaint, Fear of Flying, and Why Are
We in Vietnam? hive been as well received (or as free in language)
without the irrigation Henry Miller gave to American prose? Even a
writer so removed in purpose from Miller as Saul Bellow showsa
debt in Angie March. Miller has had his effect. (Thirty yeatyago, ~
young writers learned to write by reading him along with Homing^-
way and Faulkner, Wolfe and Fitzgerald. With the exception of
Hemingway, he has had perhaps the largest stylistic influence of
them all. Yet there is still that critical space. Miller has only been
written about in terms of adulation or dismissal. One does not pick
up literary reviews with articles entitled "Ernest Hemingway and
Henry Mille/pTheir Paris Years," or "The Social Worlds offF.
Scott Fitzgerald and Henry Miller," no comments on “The Apoc/
lyptic Vision of Henry Miller and Thomas Wolfe as Reflected in
Their Rhetoric." Nor is there bound to be a work titled "Henry
Miller and the Beat Generation^’ or “Henry Miller and the Revolu­
tion of the Sixties." Young men do not feel they are dying inside
because they cannot live the way Henry Miller once lived. Yet no
American writer, not even Hemingway, necessarily came closer to
the crazy bli« of being alone in a strange city with no money in
your pocket, not much food in your stomach and a hard_n kJ- '7'
o ng to stir a “personal", harden (as one Oto T
nicely describes it). ' 01 M,ller s characters
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Cane er today if to take in hit dimension. He it 1 greater writer than,
one thought. It is one of the few great novels of our American ccn/
tury, a revolution in style and consciousness equal to The Sun Also
Rises. You cannot pats through the first twenty pages without
knowing that a literary wonder is taking place—-nobody has ever
written in just thia way before, nobody may ever write by this style
so well again. A time and a place have come to focus in. a writer's
voice. It is like encountering an archaeological relic. Given enough
such novels, the history of our century could never be lost: there
would be enough points of reference.

It is dose therefore to incomprehensible that a man whose literary
career has been with us <yer forty yearspan author who wrote one
novel that may yet be considered equal to the best of Hemingway,
and probably produced more than Thomas Wolfe day by day, and
was better word for word, and purple passage for purple passage, a
writer finally like a phenomenon, has somehow, with every large
acceptance, and every respect, been nonetheless ignored and near to
discarded.
1 Wc mutt assume there was something indigestible about Miller

went beyond his ideas. His condemnations are virtually
comfortable to us today, yet he is not an author whose complexities
are in harmony with our own. Hemingway and Fitzgerald may each
have been outrageous pieces of psychic work, yet their personalities
haunt us. Faulkner inspires our reverence and Wolfe our tenderost
thoughts for literary genius. They are good to the memories wc
keep of our reading of thern^tthey live with the security of old
films. But Miller docs not. He is a force, a value, a literary sage, and
yet in the most peculiar sense he does not become morc compatible
with jime^he^ no better beloved today than-twenty, thirty, or
forty years ago =^it is as if he is almost not an American author, yet
nobody could be more American. So he evades our sense of classiffC
cation. He does not become a personality^rather he maintains hinif~
self as an enigma.

The authors who live best in legend offer personalities wc can
comprehend like movie stars. Hemingway and Fitzgerald impinge
on our psyche with the clarity of Bogan and Cagney. We compre7~
hend them at once. Faulkner bears the same privileged relation to a
literary Southerner as Olivier to the London theatregoer. A grand
and cultivated presence is enriching the marrow of your life. No7~
body wishes to hear a bad story about Olivier or Faulkner. *
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Henry Miller, however, exists in the same relation to legend that
anti-matter shows to matter. His life is antipathetic tothe idea of
legend itself. Where he is complex, he is too complex^wc do not
feel the resonance of slowly dissolving mystery but the madness of
too many knots; where he is simple, he is not attractiveTphis air is
harsh. If he had remained the protagonist by which he first pre-]
tented himself in Tropic of Cancer -^the man with iron in his
phallus, acid in his mind, and some kind of incomparable relentless^
freedom in his heart, that paradox of tough misery and keen happi^j”
ness, that connoisseur of the spectrum of odors between gopd_
sewers and bad sewers, a noble rat gnawing on existence and im[
possible to kill, then he could indeed have been a legend, a species of
Parisian Bogart or American Belmondo. Everybody would have
wanted to meet this post-gangster, barbarian-genius. He would have
been the American and heterosexual equivalent of Jean Genet. But
that was not his desire. Paradoxically, he was too separate from his
work.

In fact, he could never have been too near to the character hc_
made of himself in Tropic of Cancer. One pan never fits. It is obviA
ous he must have been more charming than he pretend^^how else
account for all the free dinners he was invited to, the people he lived
on, the whores who loved him? There had to be something angelic
about him. Anais Nin when describing the apartment in Clichy that
Miller kept with Alfred Perles made the point that Miller was the
one tidying the joint. “Henry keeps house like a Dutch housekeeper.
He is very neat and clean. No dirty dishes about. It is all monastic,
really, with no trimmings, no decoration.’VWhcre in all of Tropic
of Cancer is this neat and charming man?

The novel must be more a fiction than a fact. Which, of course, is
not to take away a particle of its worth. Perhaps it becomes even
more valuable. After all, wc do not write to recapture an experience?
we write to come as close to it as we can. Sometimes we are not very
close, and yet, paradoxically, arc nearer than if we had a photoA
graph.Not nearer necessarily to the verisimilitude of what hapA~
penedfbut to the mysterious reality of what can happen on a page.
Oil paints do not create clouds but the image of clouds; a page of
manuscript can only evoke that special kind of reality which lives on
the skin of the writing paper, a rainbow on a soap bubble. Miller is
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