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and suffering no pains greater than the view of his empty pad of
paper. Now, granted, that white sheet can look as blank as a tele­
vision screen when the program is off the air, but that is not a
danger, merely a deadening presence. The writer, unlike more
active creative artists, works in no immediate peril. Why should
not the open season begin so soon as the work comes out? If tal­
ented authors were to have it better than actors in all ways, there
would be a tendency for actors to disappear and talented au­
thors to multiply, so the critics keep our numbers down.

In fact, not too many good writers remain productive through
the decades. There are too many other hazards as well. We are
jerked by the media in and out of fashion, and each drop from
popularity can feel like a termination to your career. Such , inse­
curity is no help to morale, for even in the best periods every
writer always knows one litde terror: Does it stop tomorrow? Does it
all stop tomorrow? Writing is spooky. There is no routine of an of­
fice to keep you going, only the blank page each morning, and
you never know where your words are coming from, those di­
vine words. So your professionalism at best is fragile. You cannot
always tell yourself that fashions pass and history will smile at
you again. In the literary world, it is not easy to acquire the sto­
icism to endure, especially if you’ve begun as a vulnerable ado­
lescent. It is not even automatic to pray for luck if it has been
pessimism itself which gave force to your early themes. Maybe it
is no more than blind will, but some authors stay at it. Over and
over they keep writing a new book and do it in the knowledge
that upon its publication they will probably be savaged and will
not be able to fight back. An occasional critic can be singled out
for counterattack, or one can always write a letter to the editor of
the book section, but such efforts at self-defense are like rifle fire
against fighter planes. All-powerful is the writer when he sits at
his desk, but on the public stage he may feel as if his rights are
puny. His courage, if he has any, must learn to five with the
bruises left by comments on his work. The spiritual skin may go
slack or harden to leather, but the honor of the effort to live
down bad reviews and write again has to be analogous to the un­
spoken, unremarked courage of people who dwell under the
pressure of a long illness and somehow resolve enough of their
inmost contradictions to be able to get better. I suppose this is
equal to saying that you cannot become a professional writer
and keep active for three or four decades unless you learn to live
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superficial book reviewing is irresponsible and serious literary
criticism can be close to merciless. The conviction that such a
condition is fair has to take root deep enough to bear analogy to
the psychology of a peasant who farms a mountain slope and
takes it for granted that he or she was meant to toil through the
years with one foot standing higher than the other.

Every good author who manages to forge a long career must
be able, therefore, to build a character that will not be unhinged
by a bad reception. That takes art. Few writers have rugged
personalities when they are young. In general, the girls seldom
look like potential beauty contest winners and the boys show
small promise of becoming future All-Americans. They are most
likely to be found on the sidelines, commencing to cook up that
warped, passionate, bitter, transcendent view of life which will
bring them later to the attention of the American public. But
only later! The young writer usually starts as a loser and so is
obliged to live with the conviction that the world he knows had
better be wrong or he or she is wrong. On the answer depends
one’s evaluation of one’s right to survive. Thanks to greed, plas­
tics, mass media, and various abominations of technology—
lo, the world is wrong. The paranoid aim of a cockeyed young
writer has as much opportunity to hit the target as the beauty
queen’s wide-eyed lack of paranoia. So occasionally this loser of
a young writer ends up a winner, for a while. His vision has pro­
jected him forward; he is just enough ahead of his time. But de­
pendably, that wretched, lonely act of writing will force him
back. Writing arouses too much commotion in one’s psyche to
allow the author to rest happily.

It is not easy to explain such disturbances to people unless
they do write. Someone who has never tried fiction will hardly
be quick to understand that in the study, a writer often does feel
God-like. There one sits, ensconced in judgment on other peo­
ple’s lives. Yet contemplate the person in the chair: He or she
could be hungover and full of the small shames of what was
done yesterday or ten years ago. Those flashes of old fiascoes
wait like ghosts in the huge house of the empty middle-aged self.
Sometimes the ghosts even appear and ask to be laid to rest.
Consciously or unconsciously, writers must fashion a new peace
with the past every day they attempt to write. They must rise
above despising themselves. If they cannot, they will probably
lose the sanction to render judgment on others.
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either. At your desk, it is best if you do not come to like yourself
too much. Wonderfully agreeable memories may appear on cer­
tain mornings, but if they have nothing to do with the work,
they must be banished or they will leave the writer too cheerful,
too energetic, too forgiving, too homy. It is in the calm depres­
sion of a good judge that one’s scribblings move best over the
page. Indeed, just as a decent judge will feel that he has injured
society by giving an unjust verdict, so does an author have to ask
himself constantly if he is being fair to his characters. For if the
writer does violate the life of someone who is being written
about—that is, proceeds in the ongoing panic of trying to keep a
book amusing to distort one’s characters to more comic, more
cormpt, or more evil forms than one secretly believes they
deserve—then one may be subtly injuring the reader. That is a
moral crime. Few authors are innocent of such a practice; on the
other hand, not so many artists can be found who are not also
guilty of softening their portraits. Some writers don’t want to de­
stroy the sympathy their readers may feel for an appealing hero­
ine by the admission that she shrieks at her children. Sales fly
out the window. It takes as much literary integrity to be tough,
therefore, as to be fair. The trail is narrow. It is difficult to keep
up one’s literary standards through the long, slogging reaches
of the middle of a book. The early pleasures of conception no
longer sustain you; the writer plods along with the lead feet of
habit, the dry breath of discipline, and the knowledge that on
the other side of the hill, the critics—who also have their talent
to express—are waiting. Sooner or later you come to the conclu­
sion that if you are going to survive, you had better, where it
concerns your own work, become the best critic of them all.
There is a saying among boxers that the punch you see coming
hurts less than the one you never saw at all. An author who
would find the resources to keep writing from one generation to
the next does well to climb above his own ego high enough to
see every flaw in the work. Otherwise he will never be able to de­
cide what are its true merits.

Let yourself live, however, with an awareness of your book’s
lacks and shortcuts, its gloss where courage might have pro­
duced a little real shine, and you can bear the bad reviews. You
can even tell when the critic is not exposing your psyche so
much as taking off his own dirty socks. It proves amazing how
many evil reviews one can digest if there is a confidence one has

4-



Mail_0394536487_2p_all_rl.qxd 10/3/02 7:qaf-^AM Page 73

HAZARDS • 73

done one’s best on a book, written to the limit of one’s honesty,
even scraped off a litde of one’s dishonesty. Get to that point of
purity and your royalties may be injured by a small welcome but
not your working morale. There is even hope that if the book is
better than its reception, one’s favorite readers will come even­
tually to care for it more. (It is, after all, a lovely but hitherto
unloved child!) The prescription, therefore, is simple: One must
not put out a job that has any serious taint of the meretricious.
At least the prescription ought to be simple, but then how few of
us ever do work of which we are not in fact a bit ashamed. It
comes down to a matter of degree. There is that remark of En­
gels to Mane, “Quantity changes quality.” A single potato is there
for us to eat, but ten thousand potatoes are a commodity and
have to be put in bins or boxes. A profit must be made from
them or a loss will certainly be taken. By analogy, a litde corrup­
tion in a book is as forgivable as the author’s style, but a sizable
literary delinquency is a diseased organ, or so it will feel if the
critics begin to bang on.it and happen to be right for once. That
will be the hour when one’s creditors do not go away. I wonder
if we have not touched the fear that is back of the writing in
many a good novelist’s heart, the hazard beneath all others.

To the risks I just cited, let me add what may be the subdest one
of all. Some talented people feel they still haven’t read enough
to sit down and write. That is paralyzing. My great friend Mala-
quais had a terrible time. He had read more than anyone I
knew. Like many another self-educated man, he had a powerful
mind. But he couldn’t write quickly, because he could see every­
thing that was wrong in what he did. He’d realize that so-and-
so—whoever: Stendhal, Racine, Moliere—had done it better.
This even extended into the narrowest comers. Some unher­
alded Polish novelist who was known for one small ability—
Malaquais had read him, too. What an agony that he couldn’t
write a book as large as his vision of society. He was forever living
in the harshest judgment on his talents. He could sit for twelve
or fourteen hours at his desk and end with a page of work, no
more, for the day. He had a good style but not good enough for
him. “You must be ready,” he would say, “to piss blood in order
to find the right tone.”
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Style,.of course, is what every good young author looks to
acquire. In lovemaking, its equivalent is grace. Everybody,

wants it, but who can find it by working direcdy toward the goal?
In my case, Advertisements was the first work I wrote with a

style that I could call my own, but I didn’t begin it until 1958,
ten years after The Naked and the Dead was published. In between
had come Barbary Shore and The Deer Park and I never want to
have again two novels as hard to write.

I did not know what I was doing. Apart from the psychologi­
cal vertigo that will attack any athlete, performer, or young en­
trepreneur who has huge early success, I had my own particular
problem, a beauty—I did not know my metier. The Naked and the
Dead had been written out of what I could learn from reading
James T. Farrell and John Dos Passos, with good doses of
Thomas Wolfe and Tolstoy, plus homeopathic tinctures from
Hemingway, Fitzgerald, Faulkner, Melville, and Dostoyevsky.
With such help, it was a book that wrote itself.

I knew, however, it was no literary achievement. I had done a
book in a general style borrowed from many people and did not
know what I had of my own to say; I had not had enough of my
own life yet. The idea could even be advanced that style comes
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to young authors about the time they recognize that life is also
ready to injure them. Something out there is not necessarily
fooling. It would explain why authors who were ill in their child­
hood almost always arrive early in their career as developed styl­
ists: Proust, Capote, and Alberto Moravia give three examples;
Gide offers another. This notion would certainly account for the
early and complete development of Hemingway’s style. He had,
before he was twenty, the unmistakable sensation of being
wounded so near to death that he felt his soul slide out of him,
then slip back.

The average young author is not that ill in childhood or that
harshly used by early life. His little social deaths are sometimes
balanced by his small social conquests. So he writes in the style of
others while searching for his own, and tends to look for words
more than rhythms. In his haste to dominate the world (rare is
the young writer who is not a consummate prick), he also tends
to choose his words for their precision, their ability to define,
their acrobatic action. His style often changes from scene to
scene, from paragraph to paragraph. He may know a little about
creating mood, but the essence of good writing is that it sets a
mood as intense as a theatrical piece and then alters that mood,
enlarges it, conducts it over to another mood. Every sentence,
precise or imprecise, vaulting or modest, is careful not to poke a
hyperactive finger through the tissue of the mood. Nor do the
sentences ever become so empty of personal quality that the
prose sinks to the ground of the page. It is an achievement that
comes from having thought about one’s life right to the point
where one is living it. Everything that happens seems capable
of offering its own addition to one’s knowledge. One has arrived
at a personal philosophy or has even reached that rare plateau
where one is attached to one’s philosophy. At that juncture,
everything one writes comes out of one’s own fundamental
mood.

Some such development may have gone on in me over the ten
years from the publication of The Naked and the Dead to the com­
mencement of work on Advertisements for Myself. In any event, it
became the book in which I tried to separate my legitimate spir­
itual bile from my self-pity, and maybe it was the hardest contin­
uing task I had yet set myself. What aggravated every problem
was that I was also trying to give up smoking, and as a corollary
of kicking nicotine, I was thrust into the problem of style itself.
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In those days, my psyche felt as different without cigarettes as
my body felt in moving from air to water. It was as if I perceived
with different senses, and clear reactions were blunted. Writing
without cigarettes, the word I looked for almost never came, not
in quick time. In compensation, I was granted a sensitivity to the
rhythm of what I wrote and that helped to turn my hand in the
direction of better prose. I began to learn how difficult it is to
move from the hegemony of the word to the resonance of the
rhythm. This can be a jump greater than a leap into poetry. So,
Advertisements for Myself was a book whose writing changed my
life.

In The Deer Park I had been trying to find a style through three
drafts. The first had been Proustian—not first-rate Proust, of
course. Attempted Proust. Failed Proust. The second draft was
located somewhere between the English novel of manners and
Scott Fitzgerald—not good, but in that general direction. Then I
found a tone that was not like the others. It fit the essential ma­
terial. So I learned how style literally repels certain kinds of
experience and can be equal to a dominating wife who is ever
ready to select your suits. If a writer insists on a specific tone, de­
spite all inner warnings, it can even Emit the varieties of experi­
ence that will enter the book.

Finding one’s own manner is elusive. While it certainly helps to
develop a unique style, first you have to learn how to write. Back
in the Fifties, Nelson Algren was giving a writing class in Chi­
cago and invited me to sit in. He read a story by one of the kids.
Third-rate Papa. Afterward, I said to Nelson, “Why did you pay
that much attention? He was just copying Hemingway.” And
Algren, who was about ten years older than me and knew that
much more, said, “You know, these kids are better off if they at­
tach themselves to a writer and start imitating him, because they
learn a lot doing that. If they’re any good at all, sooner or later
they’ll get rid of the influence. But first, they have to get at­
tached to somebody.” That was useful.

On the other hand, it takes so long to find your own manner.
It comes down to a set of decisions on which word is valuable
and what is not, in every sentence you write. That’s one element.
Another is the overall consistency. You have writers who are
exceptionally talented but are still what I would call great ama-
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teurs. The most notable example would be a writer as signifi­
cantly gifted as Toni Morrison. Her style can shift from chapter
to chapter—her strength is not in protecting the tone. She can
write beautifully for pages, and then in a following chapter daw­
dle along in, pedestrian mode. It violates what she is at her best,
her distinctive voice, those distinctive insights.

Style is character. A good one will not come from a bad, undisci­
plined character. Now, a man may be evil, but I believe that peo­
ple can be evil in their essential nature and still have good
character. Good in the sense of being well tuned, flexible, sup­
ple, adaptable, principle. Even an evil man can have principles;
he can be true to his own evil, which is not so easy either. And
then I think one has to develop one’s physical grace. Writers
who are possessed of some may tend to write better than writers
who are physically clumsy. It’s my impression this is so. I cer­
tainly couldn’t prove it.

Style is also a reflection of identity. Given a firm sense of your­
self, you can write in a consistent vein. But should your identity
shift, so will your presence change in your prose. Needless to
say, illness, tragedy, huge frustration, age itself are bound to
alter every firm notion of yourself.

And, of course, one’s subject matter will also affect one’s
words. A journalistic voice can get into the workings of a good
many topical novels. But then you wouldn’t want Henry James
to describe the life of Gary Gilmore. There is such a vice as too
much splendid writing. For what Henry James wanted to do,
however, his language was ideal. He recognized before anyone
else that polite social life, despite its ridiculous or affected as­
pects, also presents a spectrum of small options present at every
moment. In social life, a person often chooses among three or
four equally agreeable alternatives, even to making the choice of
being a little warmer or a little cooler than he or she originally
expected to be toward a given person. James had an extraordi­
nary sense of that unforeseen vibration in the almost wholly ex­
pected, and he created a fictional world out of such insight, a
world that depended altogether on his unique voice.

It is comforting to argue that some major writers develop a style
out of the very avoidance of their major weakness. Hemingway
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was not capable of writing a long, complex sentence with good
architecture in the syntax. But he turned that inability into his
personal skill at writing short declarative sentences or long run-
on sentences connected by conjunctions. Faulkner, to the con­
trary, was not capable of writing simply, but his over-rich,
congested sentences produced an extraordinary mood. In turn,
Henry Miller could rarely tell a full story well. He preferred his
excursions away from the story, and those asides are what make
him exceptional.

You know, a good skier rarely worries about a route. He just
goes, confident that he’ll react to changes in the trail as they
come upon him. It’s the same thing in writing: You have to have
confidence in your technique. That is the beauty of mustering
the right tone at the right time—it enables you to feel like a good
skier, nice and relaxed for the next unexpected turn.

There are two kinds of writers. Faulkner, Fitzgerald, and Hem­
ingway, Melville and James, write with an air that is inimitable.
There are other writers, usually less famous, who go along in a
variety of modes. I’m in the latter camp. The same can be said of
painters. Matisse painted in one recognizable vein, while Picasso
entered a hundred before he was done. Style was the cutting
tool by which he could delineate a reality. He saw it as a tool
rather than as an extension of his identity. I’ve found his atti­
tude to be useful for myself. It’s better if one’s writing is close to
the material one is working with—a fairly formal prose for one
occasion, casual for another.

Metaphors? You ask about metaphors. I had a dear friend,
Charlie Devlin, who helped me gready with The Naked and the
Dead, and in fact was the model, considerably removed, for the
character named McLeod in Barbary Shore. Charlie was a quiet,
saturnine forty-year-old Irishman who was living full-time in the
small rooming house where I took a cubicle (four dollars a week)
to finish The Naked and the Dead. We used to have long literary
conversations. At a certain point I showed him the manuscript.
He tore it apart. He could be a severe critic. He said, “It’s a bet­
ter book than I thought it would be, but you have no gift for
metaphor.” Then he said, “Metaphor reveals a writer’s true
grasp of life. To the degree that you have no metaphor, you have
“•»* a life ” T never forgot this lecture, and
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began to work with might and main on my life and my meta­
phors. I would claim they have improved with age.

On the other hand, good dialogue depends on your ear. There
has to be something in each speech that relies on the previous
one. But I don’t even want to talk about dialogue. Some people
have marvelous stuff, some don’t, but that’s only one aspect of
writing, it is not the aspect, and besides, I don’t think you can
teach it. Most kids who have talent start off with good dialogue.
They’re happy it’s there, and they have fun—that can start you
as a writer. Those who are not gifted at dialogue will, hopefully,
be endowed with philosophy or good language.

If one wants an example of superb dialogue where the bar is
set about as high as it can go, then read William Kennedy or
Joan Didion. But make no attempt to imitate either. Superb dia­
logue is inimitable. It is the indispensable aid, however, to most
short stories.

A short fictional piece has a tendency to look for climates of
permanence—an event occurs, a man is hurt by it in some small
way forever. The novel moves as naturally toward flux. An event
occurs, a man is injured, and a month later is working on some­
thing else. The short story likes to be classic. It is most acceptable
when one fatal point is made. Whereas the novel is dialectical. It
is most alive when one can trace the disasters which follow vic­
tory or the subtle turns that sometimes come from a defeat. A
novel can be created out of short stories only if the point in each
story is consecutively more interesting and incisive than the
point before it, when the author in effect is drilling for oil.

larry shainberG: You used a phrase I want you to elaborate on:
“the tensile strength of a sentence.”

Norman mailer: Yes. That you can learn from a writing course.
LS: Tell me what you mean by the tensile strength.
NM: You can’t change a single word. What is tensile strength? It

is that all the components are working together. I repeat: You
can’t change a single word. The best short stories are built on
this premise.

While Dwight Macdonald gave us no great body of books, he
did spend his talents in writing some of the better political and
literary criticism of our time. More important than his oeuvre,
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however, was his influence. He was one of the best teachers of
writing in the world. He gave no classes, but if one had learned
a little about writing already, there were so many avenues to fol­
low in the felicities of his style. Dwight had something fabulous
to offer. It was to look to the feel of the intellectual phenomenon.
Describe what you see as it impinges on the sum of your passions
and your intellectual attainments. Bring to the act of writing all
of your craft, care, devotion, lack of humbug, and honesty of
sentiment. And then write without looking over your shoulder
for the literary police. Write as if your life depended on saying
what you felt as clearly as you could, while never losing sight of
the phenomenon to be described. If something feels bad to you,
it is bad. Others received the same message from Hemingway,
but it took Dwight Macdonald to give the hint to many a young
intellectual that the clue to new discovery rests not so much on
the idea with which you begin a sentence as in the closeness of
your attack on the continuation, and your readiness to depart
from preconceived intentions by the insight provided in an un­
expected and happy turn of phrase.

As a corollary to the above: To know what you want to say is not
the best condition for writing a novel. Novels go happiest when
you discover something you did not know you knew: an insight
into one of your more opaque characters, a metaphor that star-
fles you even as you are setting it down, a truth—it certainly
feels like a truth—that used to elude you.

Reading the work of good writers is, of course, an indispensa­
ble nutrient for developing your style when you are young. After
you have arrived, however, there comes a point where per­
versely, or from necessity, you don’t want to read too much. It
becomes impossible to look at each good novel as it comes out. If
you’re trying to do your own writing, it’s distracting. Generally,
you stay away from the work of contemporaries for a year or two
at a time: It saves a good deal of reading. It is amazing how
many much-touted novels disappear in eighteen months. The
underlying force in book reviewing is journalism. The editor of
a book review has a section which he hopes to make interesting.
If, for two or three days, a newspaper is filled with news about a
murder, one can be certain it is treated implicitly as the most ex­
citing murder in the last twenty years. So it is with war novels,
first novels, novels about homosexuality, politics, novels by au-
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thors of the Establishment, arid historical novels. If I had a chap­
ter of a novel for each review I’ve read of a new war novel which
was said to be as good as The Naked and the Dead or From Here to
Eternity, I would have fifty chapters. One never knows, of course.
Maybe a few of these books are as good as they’re said to be, and
even if they’ve since disappeared, they will emerge again in ten
or twenty years or in a century, but it is sensible to ignore what is
said about a book when it first appears. There is too much direct
and personal interest in the initial opinions, and much too much
log-rolling. The editor of a large book review is of course not
owned by the Book-of-the-Month Club or the Literary Guild,
but on the other hand, the editor would just as soon not give
more than two or three bad reviews in a year to book-club
choices. Nor is his attitude dissimilar when it comes to choosing
a reviewer for the novel that a big publishing house has chosen
for its big book of the season. Considering how bad these books
can be, it’s impressive what attention they get. The slack (since a
book review, depending on local tradition, can have just a cer­
tain proportion of good reviews or it will be seen as no more
than a puff sheet) is taken up by misassigning small, determined
literary types onto most of the medium good novels, which then
receive snide treatment and/or dismissal.

The point is that any serious novelist knows enough to stay
out of the flurry which hits a new book. Every year, whether
the books deserve it or not, four or five first novelists will be
provided a brilliant debut and four or five respectable young
novelists will receive the kind of review that “enhances their rep­
utation as one of the most serious and dedicated voices in the
vineyard of literature.”

So you stay away. If your friends and young writers and girls
at cocktail parties keep talking about certain books, if the talk is
intriguing because you begin to have less and less of a clear im­
pression of the books as the months go by, then they come to in­
stall themselves on your reading list. And every year, or two
years, or three, you go off on a binge for a month and gorge on
the novels of your contemporaries and see how they made out
on their night with the Bitch.

Nor is it always natural for magazine writers to be at home in the
novel. Even in the upper reaches of feature work, you still move
on quickly to a new subject, another set of people. So you do not
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form those novelistic habits that are learned best when you are
young, exactly the need never to be satisfied with any of your
characters just because they have come alive for you. Indeed,
the intoxication of creating a person on a page can prove blind­
ing to an untried novelist’s vision of what the character is going
to need in his or her development through the narrative. What
the young novelist learns, and it can take half a life, is that it is
much easier to create a character than to develop him, or, even
harder, her. So an inner caution develops. Unless your literary
figures keep growing through the events of the book, your novel
can go nowhere that will surprise you. Because if the character
comes alive on one particular note and stays alive on that note,
then there is nowhere to proceed but into die plot.

Part of the problem for feature writers is that they have to
bring to life the figures they write about, and must not only do it
in a few days or a few weeks but be sharp in every sentence and
entertaining (if possible), and then on the next assignment they
move on to another person in another occupation. Tom Wolfe
became the best of them when it came to capturing the off-edge
of each person’s dialogue and all the details of their shoes, asses,
hairdos, and stomach rumblings. He saw a room in the way a
shark sees prey. Details were ectoplasm to him, and lumines- •
cence.

He worked for years doing bigger and better articles, then
books, high-octane books, but he had formed bad habits. The
basic pattern was to go right into new material, bring it off, and
move on to the next job. Your characters had to come alive, but
since you didn't stay with them, you hardly needed a second
note. You could always hold the reader for the length of a mag­
azine piece.

Of course, a great many of Dickens’s characters were also
Johnny One-Note. Yet, what notes! Besides, one did not read at
that time to explore into character in the way we feel is necessary
today. The stakes are higher now. Given the Twentieth Century,
so full of vast achievements and horrors, it is viscerally impor­
tant that our understanding of men and women keep pace with
the mechanisms of society. If Wolfe is as good as or better than
any other American writer in his power to capture the surface of
wholly diverse elements in America, he comes in last of all major
American writers when it’s a matter of comprehending a little
more about men and women. Indeed, this may be the most im-
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portant purpose of the novelist today. Surely, we are not going
to leave it to the jargon-ridden expertise of the oral guns-
for-hire in the TV human relations media business, or the fun­
damentalists’ search for the all-purpose power-grip over other
humans. need only contemplate one more time how we are
steeped in a nausea-broth of TV pundit-heads, coming to an in­
tellectual climax every night.
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Third person and first person are at least as different as major
and minor keys in music.

In the first person, you gain immediacy but lose insight, because
you can hardly move into other people’s heads without using a
few devices, usually dubious.

The Deer Park underfined the difficulty. At one point, the
young man who was telling the story stated that he was shifting
from first person to third. He was now old enough, went his
claim, to understand people he had not understood before. Be­
cause he now had more of an idea of how they think, he would
write about them in third person. I believe it worked, but I
would not swear to it.

In first person, the style has to be altogether tuned to the man
who’s telling the story. (Only once did I have a woman as the
narrator. And that was Marilyn Monroe in Of Women and Their
Elegance.)

When your prime character is a man, the key choice is not
how bright he is, because however smart, he can’t be more intel­
ligent than you are. That’s easy. You dumb him down to taste or
bring him up to your level. The real question is, How tough is
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he? Do you have the inner sanction to create a man who’s braver
and tougher than yourself? The answer is yes. Contra Heming­
way—yes! You can do that by exercising your critical imagina­
tion. It must not be wish fulfillment! You are, however, entitled
to guess how you might act if you were that much more of a
hero.

I don’t know, however, where to pose the question for an au­
thor who’s female. Can she, for example, write about a woman
who is more sensitive than herself? Probably not. She could
write about a woman who uses her sensitivity and sensibility
more than herself, because she can then key on all the frustrated
times in her existence when the sensitivity and sensibility she
possessed were not appropriate to a harsh occasion. Following
question: Can a woman write about another woman more pas­
sionate than herself? Probably. Or a woman who’s colder than
herself? Without doubt.

In the third person, there’s a different set of difficulties.
With a full use of the third person, you are God—well, of

course, not quite, but, one way or another, you are ready to see
into everyone’s mind. That is never routine. There is, however,
an easier approach—point-of-view third person, where you re­
main in one character’s mind but are still viewing your protago­
nist from outside, and usually from above. In the classic vein of
third person, however, where you enter each and every one’s
consciousness, it is not routine to get over the embarrassment
that you are able to accommodate certain characters’ minds with
considerably more skill than you can with others’. This Olym­
pian third person, this Tolstoyan presence, needs experience,
confidence, irony, insight, and lordly detachment. When it can
be done, however, hurrah. Most of the great nineteenth-century
novels achieve just that tone. Today, it’s usually up to the novel­
ists who write best-sellers. In their case, God is always ready to
offer an adjective adequate to their means. Teeming excitement,
unendurable suspense, delightful joy, grim misery, dogged cour­
age. But let me not froth at the mouth. There was a time when I
used to do that myself.

First person point of view, however, remains a fine tool. You can
get to places you don’t arrive at any other way. Of course, you
can also injure your writing hand. As an instrument, it’s double-
edged. Hemingway had a marvelous sense of its limitations and
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used it to create his style. He dramatized its first edict: Do not
talk about things that could prove embarrassing. They don’t feel
right in the telling, not when the “I" stands at the head of the
sentence. So there’s a tendency, most marked in Hemingway, to
keep most of his revelations at arm’s length. As, for example, the
famous last sentences of A Farewell to Arms.

We live in a time that is astonishingly more open, but the
edict, adjusted, still remains. First person cannot be as free as
the separation between author and protagonist offered by the
third person.

It was not until I struggled with Advertisements for Myself that I
began to recognize how curious it was to be working in the first
person. Now, many writers good and bad have been employing
that mode for centuries, but I had to come to this remarkable
conclusion on my own. The first person was not all that available
a way to write. It proved to be a very interesting and exciting
mode of literary presence, with large limitations, and you really
do have to understand it as such—especially if you’re dealing
with your own presence. Nothing is more difficult than to be­
come comfortable writing about yourself in the first person. It’s
highly unnatural, because “I” makes up only about a third of the ■
consciousness of any human being. “I” may be the prow of the
ego, but you do get into all sorts of other places where you want
“one” to talk about different aspects of yourself. And then there
is even second person, you, employed as if it is first person: “You
get up, you brush your teeth, you feel lousy this morning.” (In
the first period of awakening, you can indeed feel like a vague
entity slightly outside yourself.) And there is also the third per­
son when used as a substitute for “I”—for one, the character
named Norman Mailer in The Armies of the Night. Using the third
person in this manner may be a special condition of first person,
but it is legitimate. There is a part of the ego that is superior to
ourselves—that person who observes us carefully even as we’re
doing bizarre things, that special persona, possessed of immacu­
late detachment, who is always saying, “Oh, are we really doing
well right now?” A wonderfill voice. Because it enables you to
treat yourself as one more character in a field of characters.

Nonetheless, I have considerable regard for the first person.
Once I even dared to cross the line with it. That began on a
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given night, in a small Paris hotel room, when I couldn’t sleep.
The room was tiny, the double bed took up almost all the floor,
and you could break your toe trying to walk around. I didn’t
want to go rummaging in my suitcase for a book, so I picked up
a Gideon Bible (in English!) on my bedside table and started
reading. I hadn’t looked at the New Testament for thirty or forty
years, but I recalled that a man named Fulton Oursler once sold
over a million copies of a book called The Greatest Story Ever Told.
Now, with the bona fide Gospels in my hand, I thought, Well,
this may be the greatest story, but it is certainly being told abom­
inably. Sayings popped out of the New Testament that were wor­
thy of Shakespeare, but much in the double columns was poorly
described. An ungainly prose pronged with golden nuggets. I
thought, There have got to be a hundred novelists in the world
who can do a better job. I’m one of them.

The notion was intriguing. When I thought of all the hyp­
ocrites and corruptibles and power seekers who had been living
with the Gospel for centuries, standing foursquare on any gno­
mic chunk of text they could use to abet their aims, I decided,
Why not just tell the story f It is, in fact, a fascinating one. The
narrative keel is mind-boggling. We are dealing with a man who
is obliged to recognize through the evidence itself that he is the
Son of God. The difficulty of such a book would be to write
about a man considerably nicer than myself. That is never easy.
To fashion a character who is meaner than yourself—a piece of
cake. But to do someone who is better? Jean Malaquais once
remarked that you can write about any character but one. “Who
is that?” “A novelist more talented than yourself.”

I thought, This is analogous. A finer sense of morality is also a
higher talent. Yes, the problems were interesting.

I decided my character had to be more of a man than a god,
an existential man, dominated by the huge cloud that he is the
Son of God. Jesus, as the protagonist, doesn’t feel worthy, but he
is ready nonetheless to do his best every step of the way. Not in
command of every situation, but will do his best. And he does
have his startling successes.

Moreover, I had to decide whether to travel in first person or
third. First person would have everyone saying: “That egoma­
niac. Does Mailer now think he’s Jesus Christ? What an over­
inflamed vanity!” That’s the bad side, I thought, but at least I
can avoid the larger mistake of doing it in the third person. Be-
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cause that would soon get mixed up with the actual text of the
Gospels, and the reader would wonder, Is this sentence from the
New Testament or was it added? That can only make for a squir-
relly experience as one reads. All right, then. First person.
Damn the torpedoes, first person. Play the Ace.

It became interesting. If it was too biblical in the beginning, I
did have an editor who is totally irreligious, Jason Epstein. He
was appalled that I was writing this book. We’re friends, but he’s
one tough editor. And he’s most often all too right or altogether
wrong. So, you have to make a quick decision. Yes, the style was
too biblical.

After which, it was relatively easy. The book was short enough
for me to work up seven variations on the style. I had to find the
balance between a biblical rhythm and a contemporary one—
something that would not inflict a biblical grip on one’s mind yet
would keep the echo. Before I was done, it all took a year from
that night in that much-too-small hotel room on the He St.-Louis.
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The CIA, in its actual workings, is the antithesis of the average
spy novel, which, best-seller-oriented, tends to present a

perfect clock that ticks to its conclusion. In Harlot’s Ghost, one of
my characters remarks that she came into the CIA because she
loved spy novels. Now, her complaint was that she could never—
precisely because she was inside—experience the full run of a
scenario. On occasion, her work put her into the equivalent of a
spy novel, but only, let us say, for Chapters Five and Six. She
hadn’t been there at the beginning, and was soon shifted to an­
other assignment. Often, one did not learn how it all turned out.
That struck me as being about what life is like: The gun over the
mantelpiece does not often get fired. We live in and out of ongo­
ing plots every day of our lives, but they are discontinuous.
Nothing can be more difficult to encounter than a life story that
accompanies us through a beginning, middle, and end. There is
only our own that is not missing most of the pages, yet how dis­
continuous it seems all the same! One could make the case that
our love of plot—until it gets very cheap indeed—comes out of
our need to find the chain of cause and effect that so often is
missing in our own existence.
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The decisions you make while writing fiction can leave you un­
easy. If your characters come alive, that’s fine; they will carry
you a part of the way. But finally, your people have to make what
might be termed career decisions. Does your protagonist want
to go abroad in the foreign service, or does he decide to stay in
New York with the amazing young model he has just met?
Needless to say, such choices are non-operative for writers who
have the story complete in their mind before they begin. So I re­
peat: I look to find my book as I go along. Plot comes last. I want
a conception of my characters that’s deep enough so that they
will get me to places where I, as the author, have to live by my
wits. That means my characters must keep developing. So long
as they stay alive, the plot will take care of itself. Working on a
book where the plot is already fully developed is like spending
the rest of your life filling holes in rotten teeth when you have
no skill as a dentist.

Working on The Executioner’s Song, I came to the realization that
God is a better novelist than the novelists. The story was not only
incredible, but it most certainly had happened. If I had con­
ceived it, the work would have been more dramatic but less true..
I learned all over again that the way things come about in life is
not the way they work in novels. (Unless you are Theodore
Dreiser!) It would have seemed wasteful to me to have a novel
with two really fascinating characters who didn’t get together for
a scene. Whereas, what I discovered in The Executioner’s Song was
that the characters I was most interested in didn’t always meet,
and when they did, the results were often disappointing.

It took some time to learn that this did not necessarily dimin­
ish the drama. It could increase it. Most of our lives are spent
getting ready for dramatic moments that don’t take place. Or if
they do, are less than we expected. About the time we say, “Well,
nothing really big ever happens to me,” you can get knocked
down with something larger by far than you expected. All the
frustrations of all the little narratives in your life that never had
a real climax can be present in the rare denouement that life also
offers once in a great while.

I no longer work up a master plan before I begin a novel. When
I was younger I used to sit down and write out such plans, but I
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never finished such projects. Even with The Executioner’s Song,
where, after all, I knew the end of the story, I was careful not
to be too versed in too many details ahead. I preferred to do my
research up to no more than a hundred pages ahead of where I
was. I wanted to keep the feeling that I didn’t know how it was
all going to turn out. I needed something like the illusion that I
was inventing each detail. Obviously, I prefer doing a book that
is not too carefully prepared. Some of my best ideas come be­
cause I haven’t fixed my novel’s future in concrete. Once you
know your end, it’s disastrous to get a new idea. That can only
take you away from your prearranged conclusion. Yet the new
idea that you didn’t follow may be worth more than the denoue­
ment you planned in advance.

For that matter, the moment I think of a good plot, I find that
the book becomes almost impossible to write, because I know I
won’t believe it. Life may consist of people plotting all the time,
but the plots rarely develop. We decide: I’Ll make this move in
my life, and that should result in the following—then fife con­
founds us. So I prefer a story that develops out of the writing. I
don’t like one that moves ahead of my characters, because then
my people won’t live. Tie your characters to a prearranged plot,
and you are doing to them what we would do to our children
if we carefully selected their colleges, their spouses, and their
jobs without ever consulting them. The same unspoken despon­
dency weighs on characters who are treated that way in a novel:
They never get to fulfill their own perverse (that is, surprising to
the novelist) capabilities; they never come alive. Bill Buckley is
wonderful at plots—his mind may work that way—but nobody
lives and breathes in his novels with any more three dimension­
ality than some passing movie star who can’t act.

Many young novelists tend to draw for their material on family
or the near world of friends. How, goes the question, do you
manage that without making these near and dear people too
recognizable? Can you treat the familiar in such a way as not to
incur the rage and tears of those who are close to you?

It is next to impossible. You cannot write about people you
care about and not hurt them or, to the contrary, even worse,
allow too little to be wrong with them. They then come through
as boring. That is the first mark of bottom-level amateur writing.

I’ve always stayed away from such close material, have never
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written directly about my parents or my sister. Those experi­
ences are so basic that I encircle them with a favorite word: I
characterize these fundamental and primary experiences as crys­
tals. The crystals can be simple or extraordinarily developed.
But provided you don’t use them directly, you can sometimes
send a ray of your imagination through the latticework in one
direction or another and find altogether different scenarios. If
you’ve got a relative in mind who’s, let’s say, a pretty tough kid,
you can, if you don’t write about him head-on, make the boy a
bullfighter or put him in Special Forces, even turn him into a
bank robber or an honest cop. So long as you don’t use the core
of your experience, you will be in command of many possibili­
ties. But if you are determined to get it all accurately oh paper,
then at a given moment you will have to face the fact that you
are going to hurt people who are close to you.

When a surgeon operates on a young girl, he isn’t saying, “I’m
going to make an incision on this young lady’s stomach that is
not only going to scar her but will affect her future sex.life to
some degree for the next thirty years.” He just says, “Scalpel,
nurse,” and does it. The surgeon is focused on the act, not its re­
verberations.

Novelists are engaged in something analogous. If they start.
thinking of all the damage they are going to do, they can’t write
the book—not if they’re reasonably decent.

The point is that one is facing a true problem. Either you pro­
duce a work that doesn’t approach what really interests you or, if
you go to the root with all you’ve got, there is no way you won’t
injure your family, friends, and innocent bystanders.

Some of my characters do come from real people. One might
emerge out of five individuals, another from one person, greatly
altered. Still another is imagined. No matter by which route,
there’s pleasure when a character becomes, in a sense, indepen­
dent of yourself.

Graham Greene once said that there were certain characters
who took care of themselves. He never had to bother about
them in the writing. Others, he had to go to great pains with. He
would work very hard on them. Later, when he’d read a review
and it would mention one of his resistant characters as “well
drawn,” he used to think, Well dragged.
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Up to now, I’ve not liked writing about people who are close to
me, because their actual presence interferes with the reality one
is trying to create. They become alive not as creatures in your
imagination but as actors in your-life. And so they seem real
while you write, but you’re not developing their novelistic reality
into more and more. For example, it’s not a good idea to try to
put your wife into your novel. Not your latest wife, anyway. In
practice, I prefer to draw a character from someone I hardly
know, who excites my novelist’s instinct. I sense that I will be
able to add a great deal to the portrait by what I’ve learned from
other people.

The question remains: How do you turn a real person into a fic­
tional one? If I have an answer, it is that I try to put the model in
situations which have very litde to do with his or her real situa­
tions in life. Very quickly, the original disappears. The private
reality can’t hold up. For instance, I might take somebody who is
a professional football player, a man whom I know slightly, let’s
say, and turn him into a movie star. In a transposition of this
sort, everything that relates particularly to the professional foot­
ball player quickly disappears, and what is left, curiously, is what
is exportable in his character. But this process, while interesting in
the early stages, is not as exciting as the more creative act of al­
lowing your characters to grow once you’ve separated them
from the model. It’s when they become as complex as real peo­
ple that the fine excitement begins. Because now they’re not
really characters any longer—they’re beings, which is a distinc­
tion I like to make. A character is someone you can grasp as a
whole—you can have a clear idea of him—but a being is some­
one whose nature keeps shifting. In The Deer Park, Lulu Meyers
is a being rather than a character. If you study her closely, you
will see that she is a different person in every scene. Just a little
different. I don’t know whether initially I did this by accident or
purposefully, but at a certain point I made the conscious deci­
sion not to try to straighten her out; she seemed right in her
changeableness.

I’ve spoken of characters emerging. Quite often they don’t
emerge; they fail to. And one is left with the dull compromise
that derives from two kinds of experience warring with each
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other within oneself. A character who should have been brilliant
is dull. Or even if a character does prove to be first-rate, it’s pos­
sible you could have done twice as much. A novel has its own
laws. After a while, it becomes a creature. One can feel a bit like
a rider who’s got a fine horse. Very often, I’ll suffer shame for
what I’ve done with a novel. I won’t say it’s the novel that’s bad;
I’ll say it’s I who was bad, as if the novel were a child raised by
me, but improperly. I know what’s potentially beautiful in my
novel, you see. Very often after I’m done, I realize that the
beauty I recognize in it is not going to be perceived by the
reader. I didn’t succeed in bringing it out. It’s very odd—it’s as
though I had let the novel down, owed it a duty which I didn’t
fulfill.

Hearn’s death in The Naked, and the Dead was supposed to be
shocking. I haven’t thought of Hearn’s death in years. I stole the
way of doing it direcdy from E. M. Forster. In The Longest Jour­
ney, he created a character who was most alive for the reader,
then destroyed him on the next page. As I recall the line, it
went: “Gerald died next day. He was kicked to death in a foot­
ball game.” You get an idea what a rifle shot is like at that point.
In my book, it may have been too big a price to pay, because the ■
denouement of the novel was sacrificed. I don’t think I was
aware of the size of the problem. Today I’d be much more alert
to that. If I were to do the book now, I might keep Hearn alive
until the very end, and it would probably be a phonier book as a
result. One of the things you always have trouble with when you
talk about “true” or “not true” is, of course, the relative truth of
the novel. In a way, if you get a fairly good novel going, then you
have a small universe functioning, and this universe lives or
does not live in relation to its own scheme of cause and effect.

Looking back on it, I can give you a good and bad motive that
I had for killing Hearn where I did. The good motive is that it
was a powerful way to show what death is like in war. The
shoddy motive was that I wasn’t altogether sure in my heart that
I knew what to do with him or how to bring him off.

I think that I truly work on impulse in all of my writing.
That’s why I don’t like to plan too far ahead. I’ve gotten into this
before, but it’s worth repeating. Planning too carefully makes it
almost impossible for one of your characters to go through a
dramatic shift of heart, because it’s going to violate your larger

4-
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scheme. It’s better if this larger scheme unfolds at a rate that is
compatible with your characters.

When it comes to entering a man or woman’s mind, a writer has
to be good, even brilliant. So long as you stay outside that head, ■
your character can retain a certain mystery. We walk around
such figures with the same respect we offer strangers who come
into a room with force. Part of the meaning of charisma is that
we don’t know the intimate nature of the human presence we’re
facing. Characters in novels sometimes radiate more energy,
therefore, when we don’t enter their mind. It is one of the tech­
niques a novelist acquires instinctively—don’t go into your pro­
tagonist’s thoughts until you have something to say about his or
her inner life that is more interesting than the reader’s supposi­
tions. To jump in only to offer banal material is a fatal error. It is .
the worst of best-sellerdom. Second-rate readers enjoying the
insights of second-rate writers.

I’d say try not to think of your characters as victims. That sort of
classification narrows them. In reality, very few victims ever see
themselves exclusively as victims, and when they do, their spirit
turns stale. There is a certain sort of self-pitying victim one.
wishes to walk away from, and they can be even worse in a book.
Unless one is Dickens. (Scrooge, Scrooge, Scrooge.)

Hemingway suffered from the honorable need to be the equal of
his male characters, particularly since he used the first person so
much. It is not easy to write in the first person about a man
who’s stronger or braver than yourself. It’s too close to self­
serving. All the same, you have to be able to do it. Because if
every one of your characters is kept down to your own level, you
do not take on large subjects. You need people more heroic than
yourself, more enterprising, less timid, sexier, more romantic,
more tragic. You’ve got to be able to create people greater than
yourself and not be ashamed of the damnable fact that the “I”
who is being promoted is offering a false picture of himself to all
those readers, who will predictably assume that the author is the
man they are now encountering in the first person.

I’ve been asked when the idea of using a hornet’s nest to thwart
the climbers in The Naked and the Dead came to me. In truth, the
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idea was there before I wrote the first sentence of the book. The
incident happened to my reconnaissance platoon on the most
ambitious patrol we ever took. They sent out thirty of us to lo­
cate and destroy one hundred Japanese marines, but we did get
stuck climbing one hell of an enormous hill with a mean, slimy
trail, and when we were almost up to the ridge, somebody
kicked over a hornet’s nest. Half of us went tearing up the hill,
but the machine-gun squad was behind us and went flying down
to the valley. We never did find each other again that day. We
just slunk back to our bivouac.

There are some who feel it was not a satisfactory device, but I
think I’d do it the same way again. War is disproportions, and
the hornet’s nest seemed a perfect one to me. We were ready to
lose our lives that day, but we weren’t up to getting stung by a
hornet.

If a novelist can take people who are legendary figures and in­
vent episodes for them that seem believable, then he has done
something fine. There’s that meeting between J. P. Morgan and
Henry Ford in E. L. Doctorow’s Ragtime—I think it’s one of the
best short chapters in American literature. It told me an awful
lot about Morgan and an awful lot about Henry Ford, and the
fact that it obviously never took place made it more delicious.

The characters you create in a novel become as real in your
mind as movie stars. That is no small equation. To a lot of peo­
ple, Humphrey Bogart might, for example, be the psychic
equivalent of an influential uncle, given the presence he exerts
on those who love his work.
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I am not sure it is possible to describe how it feels to write a
novel. It may be that it is not an experience. It may be more.

like a continuing relation between a man and his wife. You can’t
necessarily speak of that as an experience, since it may consist of
several experiences braided together; or of many experiences
all more or less similar; or indeed it may consist of two kinds of
experiences that are antagonistic to one another.

In large part, writing may be an instinctive process, but it’s not
always clear what the instinct is saying. Sometimes you feel no
more than a dull pressure to go in a certain direction for the on­
coming chapter. You have to be able to hear the faint voice which
prods you toward an honest continuation of the work. That can
be hard to hear. A writer is also open to the temptation to take
the immediate advantage, even if it doesn’t feel quite right. And
we all do that in various ways. And pay for it with falsities that
burrow directly into our intent.

One example I always give to a writing class: A very young
writer sits on a park bench with his girl. He kisses her. He’s sev­
enteen. He’s never had such a kiss before. Later that night, he
tries to capture the event. He writes:
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I love you, he said.
I love you, she said.
He stops, throws down his pen, and says, “I’m a great writer!”
Sometimes you have to wait.

I think Capote’s book and mine are formally similar, but vastly
different. Obviously, I’ll be the first to state that if he hadn’t done
In Cold Blood, it’s conceivable that I wouldn’t have thought of
taking on The Executioner's Song. Nonetheless, it’s also possible
that something about The Executioner’s Song called for doing it in
the way I chose. In any event, its flavor is different from In Cold
Blood. Truman retained his style. Not the pure style—he simpli­
fied it—but it was still very much a book written by Truman
Capote. You felt it every step of the way. The difference is that he
tweaked it more, where I was determined to keep the factual
narrative. I wanted my book to read like a novel, and it does, but
I didn’t want to sacrifice what literally happened in a scene for
what I would like to see happen. Of course, I could afford to feel
that way. I had advantages Truman didn’t. His killers were not
the most interesting guys in the world, so it took Truman’s ex­
quisite skills to make his work a classic. I was in the more prom­
ising position of dealing with a man who was quintessentially
American yet worthy of Dostoyevsky. If this were not enough, he
was also in love with a girl who—I’ll go so far as to say—is a bona
fide American heroine. I didn’t want, therefore, to improve any­
thing. Dedicated accuracy is not usually the first claim a novelist
wishes to make, but here it became a matter of literary value.
What I had was gold, if I had enough sense not to gild it.

If you find some theme that keeps you working, don’t question
it. Let that theme be sufficient to fuel your work. If you start
using the value judgments of others, you’re never going to get
much done. If I find something is stimulating to me and arous­
ing my energy, that’s fine; I’ll trust it. If you’re a serious young
writer and find that you’re writing a lot, then don’t listen to what
anyone else says—do your book. There is probably a deeper
truth than you’ll ever know in the fact that you’re able to work so
well. Of course, you could be writing in absolutely the wrong di­
rection. You could be doing a dreadful book.

No matter what you find yourself writing about, if it’s giving
you enough energy to continue, then the work bears a profound
reiationsnip io you ai jjuha ;t.
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Let me take this further. You can write a book with a powerful
sense of inner conviction and a year or two later, say, “How
could I have so deluded myself? This is awful.” Your instinct can
betray you, but you still have to go with it. Very often the instinct ■
sees some light at the end of the tunnel, but that’s because
you’ve been trapped in a situation where your creative energies
can’t get together. Now, at last, you’ve found a way to work. You
may be writing out some very bad tendencies in yourself, but
this can be good, too. You might be feeling happy because soon
you’re going to be done with that malfunctioning side of your­
self. That’s what your enthusiasm can be about.

Only rarely is one’s instinct analogous to a fast highway, but
that’s exacdy when things get hairy. The slow twists and turns of
one’s creative impulse can be a form of protecting oneself from .
the driving force, which sometimes is manic.

The influence of Henry Adams on The Armies of the Night is pe­
culiar. I had never read much Adams. In my Freshman year at
Harvard, we were assigned one long chapter of The Education of
Henry Adams, and I remember thinking at the time what an odd
thing to write about yourself in the third person. Who is this fel­
low, Henry Adams, talking about himself as Henry Adams? I re­
member being annoyed in that mildly irritable way freshmen
have of passing over extraordinary works of literature. To my
conscious recollection, I hardly ever thought about him again.
Yet, start reading The Armies of the Night, and immediately you
say—even I said—“My God, this is pure Henry Adams.” It’s as if
I were the great-grandson. Contemplate, therefore, how pecu­
liar is influence: Adams must have remained in my mind as a
possibility, the way a painter might look at a particular Picasso or
Cezanne and say to himself, “That’s the way to do it.” Yet the in­
fluence might not pop forth for twenty or thirty years. When it
does, the painter could say, “Oh yes, that was a Picasso I saw at
MoMA twenty-five years ago, and I’ve always wanted to try such
a palette, and now I have.” In effect, that’s what happened with
Henry Adams.

Literary influence remains endlessly curious. I happened to
pick up Moby-Dick. I hadn’t thought about Melville ten times in
the last thirty years, but as soon as I read the first page, I real­
ized my later style was formed by Melville, shaped by his love of
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long, rolling sentences full of inversions and reverses and para­
doxes and ironies and exclamation points and dashes. Of
course, to be as good as Melville—that’s another matter.

It’s disturbing to read a novelist with a good style when you’re in
the middle of putting your work together. It’s much like taking
your car apart and having all the pieces on the floor just as
somebody rides by in a Ferrari. Now, you may hear a note in the
Ferrari that isn’t good and say, “His motor needs a little tuning.”
But nonetheless the car and its roar are still there in your ear
while your parts remain on the floor. So while I’m working on a
book I rarely read more than The New York Times—which could
have the long-term effect of flattening my style. I’d rather blame
the Times than old age.
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I’m now eighty, but some people still regard me as a wild man.
Even at my peak, that was only five to ten percent of my na- ■

ture. The rest was work. I like work. I remember Elia Kazan say­
ing one day at Actors Studio, “Here, we’re always talking about
the work. We talk about it piously. We say the work. The work.
Well, we do work here, and get it straight: Work is a blessing." He
said this, glaring at every one of us. And I thought, He’s right.
That’s what it is. A blessing.

Of course, if you ask what work is dependent upon, the key
word, an unhappy one, is stamina. It’s as difficult to become a
professional writer as a professional athlete. It often depends on
the ability to keep faith in yourself. One must be willing to take
risks and try again. And it does need an enormous amount of
ongoing working practice to be good at it. Since you are affected
by what you read as a child and adolescent, it also takes a while
to unlearn all sorts of reading reflexes that have led you into bad
prose.

I remember in the summer before my Junior year, working on
my very first novel, No Percentage (which will remain forever
unpublished), I ran into a phrase by Henry James. He spoke of
“the keeping up.” That can be the first horror to face when
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you’re young. Your novel tends to change all too quickly. It may
even be the cardinal reason why people in college tend to stay
away from longer fiction. Young short-story writers, no matter
how good, often blow up when they attempt a longer work.
They’ll have a good beginning, but the second chapter goes off
and they never get it back. The sad truth is that a would-be nov­
elist possibly has to start a few books that do give out, or even
crash, before a sense of the difficulties is acquired. If the same
likelihood of early failure applied to young race-car drivers,
there would not be speedways.

A large part of writing a novel is to keep your tone. I love start­
ing a book; I usually like finishing one. It’s the long middle
stretches that call on your character—all that in-between!—
those months or years when you have to report to work almost
every day. You don’t write novels by putting in two brilliant
hours a week. You don’t write novels if you lose too many morn­
ings and afternoons to a-hangover.

Sometimes, when you’re in a bad period, you must in effect
contract yourself for weeks running. “I’m going in to write to­
morrow,” you have to declare, and, indeed, show up at your
desk, even though there’s nothing in you, and sit there for
hours, whatever number of hours you told yourself you were
going to put in. Then, if nothing happens, you still show up
the next day and the next and the next, until that recalcitrant
presence, the unconscious, comes to decide you can finally be
trusted. Such acceptance is crucial. The unconscious expects
that what it has prepared for you in your sleep should be ex­
pressed, ideally, the next day. We live, you see, in an arm’s-
length relationship to our unconscious. It has to be convinced
over and over again to believe in you. Sometimes when you’re
writing a novel, you have to live as responsibly as a good monk.
That does get easier as you grow older.

Writing is wonderful when you talk about it. It’s fun to contem­
plate. But writing as a daily physical activity is not agreeable.
You put on weight, you strain your gut, you get gout and
chilblains. You’re alone, and every day you have to face a blank
piece of paper.

There’s nothing glorious about being a professional. You be­
come more dogged. You probably relinquish the upper reaches
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of the mind in order to be able to do your stint of work each day:
That means you are ready to endure a certain amount of drudg­
ery. But your mind is, obviously, not enthralled by such dull con­
ditions. Professionalism probably comes down to being able to
work on a bad day.

I used to have a little studio in Brooklyn, a couple of blocks
from my house—no telephone, not much else. The only thing I
ever did there was work. It was perfect. I was like a draft horse
with a conditioned reflex. I came in ready to sit at my desk. No
television, no way to call out. Didn’t want to be tempted. There’s
an old Talmudic belief that you build a fence around an impulse.
If that’s not good enough, you build a fence around the fence.
So, no amenities. (But for a refrigerator!) I wrote longhand with
a pencil and I gave it to my assistant, Judith McNally. She would
type it for me and next day I would go over it. Since at my age
you begin to forget all too much, I would hardly remember what
I had written the day before. It read, therefore, as if someone
else had done it. The critic in me was delighted. I could now
proceed to fix the prose. The sole virtue of losing your short­
term memory is that it does free you to be your own editor.

When I read something good, I want to do a critical piece. I
want to expand on where I think the author is terrific and
where he or she is lacking—especially if reviewers are blowing it
up too high. I may feel, It’s good but not that good—let’s get
into it. So it can be immensely distracting. Your mind settles on
the work you are reading rather than the one you’re supposed
to be laboring on. A tendency grows to protect yourself by not
reading anything that’s too good. Stendhal, for instance, used to
peruse the Code Napoleon every day in the loo before he’d start
to write.

Now, I didn’t always follow that rule. When I was doing The
Naked and the Dead, I used to pick up Thomas Wolfe and Tolstoy.
I didn’t read them every day, but they were on my writing desk
and they were perfect for what I needed, Tolstoy particularly.
The tone of Anna Karenina was wonderful for The Naked and the
Dead. And then there was Thomas Wolfe to steam up the de­
scriptions. If I needed a tropical sunset or the smell of the jun­
gle, I had Wolfe. For the characters, Tolstoy.

I never know what the style of a book will be until I get into it.
Sometimes you aim high and don’t get it—you have to settle for
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a more functional tone. After all, style is very much like the pace
a serious jogger sets for himself. You have to be able to maintain
it. In that sense, style is an offshoot of character. With all else,
character is the wise or foolish estimate of your resources.

I think it’s important for a writer to keep in shape. But it’s hard
to talk about. Harry Greb, for example, was a fighter who used
to keep in shape. He was completely a fighter, the way one might
wish to be completely a writer. He always did the. things that
were necessary to him as a fighter. Now, some of these things
were extremely irrational from a prize-fight manager’s point of
view. That is, before he had a fight he would go to a brothel and
he would have two prostitutes, not one, taking the two of them
into the same bed. And this apparendy left him feeling like a
wild animal. Don’t ask me why. Perhaps he picked the two mean­
est whores in the joint and so absorbed into his system all the
small, nasty, concentrated evils that had accumulated from car­
loads of men. Greb was known as the dirtiest fighter of his time.
He didn’t have much of a punch, but he could spoil other fight­
ers and punish them; he knew more dirty tricks than anyone
around, and the two whores were an essential part of his train­
ing methods. He did it over and over again until he died at a rel­
atively early age of a heart attack on an operating table. I think
he died before he was thirty-eight. They operated on him, and
bang, he went.

The point I want to make is that he stayed in training by the
way he lived his life. The paramount element was to keep in
shape. If he was drinking, you see, the point was to keep in
shape while drinking. I’m being a touch imprecise.... Put it this
way: He would not drink just to release his tension. Rather, what
went on was that there was tension in him which was insupport­
able, so he had to booze. But reasoning as a professional, he felt
that if he was going to drink, he might as well use that too. In the
sense that the actor uses everything which happens to him, so
Greb as a fighter used everything. As he drank, he would notice
the way his body moved. One of the best reasons one drinks is to
become aware of the way your mind and body move. Now, let
me try to apply this.

Craft is a grab bag of procedures, tricks, lore, formal gymnas­
tics, symbolic superstructures—methodology, in short. It’s the
compendium of what you’ve acquired from others. And since
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great writers communicate a vision of experience, one can't usu­
ally borrow their methods. Their method is married to the vi­
sion. Therefore, one acquires craft more from good writers and
mediocre writers with a flair. Craft, after all, is what you can take
out whole from their work. But keeping in shape is something
else. For example, you can do journalism and it can be terrible
for your style. Or it can temper your style. In other words, you
can become a better writer by doing a lot of different kinds of
writing. Or you can deteriorate. There’s a book that came out a
few years ago which was a sociological study of some Princeton
men—I forget the name of it. One of them said something which
I thought was extraordinary. He wanted to perform the sexual
act under every variety of condition, emotion, and mood avail­
able to him. I was struck with this not because I ever wanted nec­
essarily to have that kind of sexual life but because it seemed to •
me that was what I was trying to do with my writing. I edit on a
spectrum which runs from the high, clear manic impressions of
a drunk that has made one electrically alert all the way down to
the soberest reaches of a low mood where I can hardly bear my
words. By the time I’m done with writing I care about, I usually
have worked on it through the full spectrum of my conscious­
ness. If you keep yourself in this peculiar kind of shape, the craft
will take care of itself. Craft is very little, finally. But if you’re
continually worrying about whether you’re growing or deterio­
rating as a man, whether your integrity is turning soft or firming
itself, why, then, it is in that slow war, that slow rearguard batde
you fight against diminishing talent, that you stay in shape as a
writer and have a consciousness. You develop a consciousness as
you grow older which enables you to write about anything, in ef­
fect, and write about it well. That is, provided you keep your
consciousness in shape and don’t relax into flabby styles of
thought. They, after all, surround one everywhere. The mo­
ment you borrow other writers’ styles of thought, you need craft
to shore up the walls. But if what you write is a reflection of your
own consciousness, then even journalism can become interest­
ing. One wouldn’t want to spend one’s life at it, and I wouldn’t
ever want to be caught justifying journalism as a major activity
(it’s obviously less interesting than to write a novel), but it’s legit­
imate to see it as a venture of one’s ability to keep in shape
rather than as an essential betrayal of the chalice of your art.

Indeed, many good writers get smashed en route. In that
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sense, they are like race car drivers, and the punishment they
take stops them eventually. They write less well, or they take a
tremendously long time to write, or they lose the desire to write.

Of course, it’s virtually as if writers are there to be ruined.
Look at the list: booze, pot, too much sex, too little, too much
failure in one’s private life, too much attrition, too much recog­
nition, too little recognition, frustration. Nearly everything in
the scheme of things works to dull a first-rate talent. But the
worst probably is cowardice—as one gets older, one becomes
aware of one’s cowardice. The desire to be bold, which once was
a joy, gets heavy with caution and duty. And finally there’s apa­
thy. About the time it doesn’t seem too important anymore to be
a major writer, you know you’ve slipped far enough to be doing
your work on the comeback trail.

The hardest thing for an older writer to decide is whether
he’s burned-out or merely lying fallow. I was ready to think I
was burned-out before I even started The Naked and the Dead. I
had written a few good things in college and now had to wonder
whether my time in the Army had blunted that talent. That is
exactly how litde sense a young writer can have of his or her own
literary future.

If you can, I think it’s a good idea to rotate your crops. Once
you’ve written a novel that’s factual and realistic and big, awfully
close to what happened, then it’s probably a good idea that your
next novel be as fanciful as possible. Yes—if you can, rotate those
crops.

Once you are committed to earning your living from your pen,
you discover that you can push yourself. It’s analogous to what
athletes do when they take steroids to gain more strength. Ulti­
mately damaging, but they set records. We do the same thing.
You can force yourself to write much more than you want to.
And the writing will not necessarily deteriorate. Not necessarily.
But you can end up with a bad nervous system or a shortened
life. Of course, one can always hope for transcendence. Some­
times working much harder than one wants to work can liberate
energy. Sometimes.

I’ve often felt that those times when you can work or make love
with great energy occur when your best and worst motives are
working in cooperation for once.

4-



Mail_0394536487_2p_all_rl.qxd 10/3/02 Page 107 .

STAMINA • 107

The literary life is not all about envy. There is a corollary. Good
writers are as competitive as good athletes. When I come across
an interesting novel, I don’t go at it as other people do. I read
critically, the way one athlete will watch another’s performance.
Not watch it with venom—quite the contrary. You might say to
yourself, “His spiral is tighter than mine and he’s got five more
yards on me at least, but I scramble better.” The ideal is to give a
good novel its credit and never overlook its power by deciding
too quickly that the work is overrated, which is exacdy the
dreadful tendency underwritten by the envy chronic • to the
writer’s occupation. Is this because we are obliged to work alone
so much of the time?

A few words on rewriting and research.
Rewriting is where your working experience over the years

has its day. There comes a time when you know how to get the
maximum out of what you’ve done. The only way to accelerate
this skill when you are young is to have the courage to look at it
when you’re about ready to destroy it. If something still comes
through, then it may well have the merit to be worked upon fur­
ther. It is also not bad to read things at the top of your feelings in
order to get a sense of what the maximum might be. If nothing
else, all this will give you a tolerance for the extraordinary range
of reaction you can receive in the classroom. You realize that the
people who don’t like your work aren’t necessarily evil and the
people who love your stuff don’t have to be altogether illustri­
ous.

Research is another matter. The trick in doing a historical
novel, for example, is to digest the research. You have to avoid
that awful stance where you say, in effect, “Hello, I’m Saint-
Simon and I’m at the court of Louis XIV. Madame de Main­
tenon is very angry this morning.” Better to remind yourself
that Madame de Maintenon does not necessarily feel that she is
the Madame de Maintenon we know through Saint-Simon.

In addition, one must always be on guard against anachro­
nisms. You learn how hard it is to separate what belongs only to
your time from the era you are trying to re-create.
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By now, I’m a bit cynical about craft. I think there’s a natural
mystique in the novel that is more important. One is trying,

after all, to capture reality, and that is extraordinarily and ex­
ceptionally difficult. Craft is merely a series of way stations. I
think of it as being like a Saint Bernard with that little bottle of
brandy under his neck. Whenever you get into trouble, craft can
keep you warm long enough to be rescued. Of course, this is ex­
actly what keeps good novelists from becoming great novelists.
Robert Penn Warren might have written a major novel if he
hadn’t had just that extra litde bit of craft to get him out of all
the trouble in All the King’s Men. If Penn Warren hadn’t known
anything about Elizabethan literature, the would-be Elizabethan
in him might have brought off a fantastic novel. As it was, he
knew enough about craft to use it as an escape hatch. And his
plot degenerated into a slam-bang of exits and entrances, con­
frontations, tragedies, quick wails, and woe. But he was really
forcing an escape from his literary problem, which was the ter­
ror of confronting a political reality that might open into more
and more anxiety. Craft protects one from facing endless ex­
panding realities—the terror, let us say, of losing your novel in
the depths of philosophical insights you are not ready to live
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with. I think this sort of terror so depresses us that we throw up
evasions—such as craft. Indeed, I think this adoration of craft
makes a church of literature for that vast number of writers who
are somewhere on the bell-shaped curve between mediocrity
and talent.
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If I place a large emphasis on the word, it is because our iden­
tity on a given day or year is the seat from which we speak to

the world. Any shifts of identity, any sense that the seat is not fast
on its foundations but is sliding away, will play hell with the
modicum of stability that one needs to write at a given moment.

So this discussion of psychology as it refers to writing can
begin with some thoughts about identity and its huge overgrown
sibling—legend.

Having, at the age of twenty-five, broken away from the pack,
I lived with a swollen sense of importance. At the same time, I
wasn’t ready. Much too much well-founded modesty. One part
of you shoots up, another lags behind. It’s like having a prima
donna of a hard-on. You just can’t depend on it. The stamina
you look to develop comes later, as does your new identity.

Some artists have, however, a powerful, consistent sense of
themselves. I think the best American examples might be Henry
Miller, Hemingway, Faulkner, Thomas Wolfe, Henry James, Sin­
clair Lewis. In contrast, a writer like Steinbeck kept changing his
persona with every book he did. As other examples, one could
add Ed Doctorow or myself. Picasso, however, comes more to
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mind than any of us. His many changes of style are generally
seen as a reaction to the different women in his life. I might have
to say the same about myself. Up to a point. You can become a
different man in each marriage. On the other hand, Henry
Miller married a number of times and that did not change his
personality. I expect that Miller had to fight to establish his iden­
tity very early in life. This is probably the case for people who
grow up in unsympathetic families—they must arrive at an
inner presence sooner, a hard, often hostile identity that the
family cannot mess with too easily.

My case was different. My family was sympathetic; it was the
world outside that proved hard. For seven or eight years after
the success of The Naked and the Dead, I kept saying nobody treats
me as if I’m real; nobody wants me for my five feet eight inches,
and my medium good looks. I am only wanted for my celebrity.
Therefore my experience is not real to me. The sense of how to
perceive life and new material that I had formed up to that
point was as an observer on the sidelines. Now, willy-nilly, I was
the center of many a room, and so regardless of how I carried
myself, everything I did was noted. To myself, I complained
about the unfairness of it, until the day I realized that it was fair,
that that was now going to be my experience. It’s the simplest
remark to make, but it took years to get to that point. Then I
began to realize that the kind of writing I was now going to do
would be on new and unfamiliar themes. After The Naked and the
Dead, I had assumed I would work on large, collective novels
about American life, books that required venturing out to get
experience, but my celebrity took away much of the necessary
anonymity I needed personally for that. There was, however,
something else I might express. I was, after all, having a form of
twentieth-century experience that might become more and
more prevalent—I was separated from my roots. People who
suffer such an identity crisis generally have to take all sorts of cu­
rious steps to locate who they are. They succeed here, they fail
there, and the process gives them points of reference. So I began
to have a public life even though I was eccentrically shy in those
years—that is, half-shy and half-arrogant. Like most young writ­
ers. I discovered, however, that I had gregarious gifts and
started to employ them. Before long, I began to enjoy them. I
also wasted a lot. You gain, you lose, and it makes for a new kind
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of life. Eventually, you have a new identity. I was successful and
alienated, and this was becoming a twentieth-century condition
for others as well. Slowly this understanding went into my work
after that, and by now I can say that kind of protagonist interests
me more than characters who are firmly rooted.

Let me see if I can take this further: Before The Naked and the
Dead was published, I didn’t know whether I could make a suc­
cess of writing. Maybe I couldn’t. Time would tell. Then came
startling success. The Naked and the Dead was number one on the
best-seller fist for several months and to repeat, I was totally un­
prepared. I felt as if I were secretary to someone named Nor­
man Mailer, and to meet him, people had to say hello to me first.
It took a long time to realize that this same celebrity, which had
so unhorsed me in the beginning, was now an acquired appetite.
As the Marquis de Sade once said, “There is no pleasure greater
than that obtained from a conquered repugnance.” I began to
want more. Fame not only makes you realize that you are ampu­
tated from normal life, but also offers a sense of how delicate
and unstable is identity. And so my new experience finally be­
came interesting to me. I could now write about the interior life
of people who had gained power and had to put up, therefore,
with the new person they had become. Be it noted that this new
person can be full of surprises: bold where one was once timid
yet vulnerable in places that once seemed secure, even hard-
edged.

Moreover, there’s an irony to fabricating an alternate self.
A surprising amount of choice is involved. When I wrote Adver­
tisements for Myself, I realized that one could literally forge one’s
career by the idea you instilled of yourself in others. That is, im­
personate the person you might have some reasonable chance of
arriving at in a couple of years and soon enough you are lifting
yourself by your bootstraps. It is an unbelievably demanding
task—as profound a game as a criminal lawyer plays by cutting
himself off forever, perhaps, from any clear notion of what his
own morality might be.

One unhappy aspect is that people who have never even met
you begin to tell exaggerated stories about your person. Soon
you are the inheritor of a legend as long as a dinosaur’s tail, and
it’s false legend—it never existed even on the day it was created.
Twenty years later, you’re still using your best efforts to drag the
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tail around. One relief to getting older is that I no longer have to
square my shoulders every time I go into a bar.

On the other hand, others can even aid and abet your legend.
Here is my recollection of a dialogue that took place something
like fifty years ago:

a casual friend: Norman, I have a confession to make. I was at
an Upper East Side party last night, and I didn’t know any­
one. So I told this good-looking girl that I was you. (pause)
Then, I took her home. We got into the sack. I hope you’re
not mad that I used your name.

MAILER: Were you good with her?
FRIEND: Yeah. It was a good one. Real good.
MAILER: Then I’m not mad.

James Jones was also shot out of a cannon. But Jones had
gone through more than I had before he wrote From Here to Eter­
nity. By the time he’d arrived, he was ready to enjoy his success.
I was a dependable pain in the ass to a great many people, be­
cause all through the first year I’d keep saying, “Oh, now I will
never know the experience of other people.” Jones didn’t give a
damn. He knew he had brought home the game, and he wanted
to eat it. But I kept wanting to go back to what seemed like a
sweet past when only a few people knew that I had talent. A
young writer, if he is unknown, can be at a party and watch what
everyone is doing. If he has a marvelous ear for dialogue, he can
wake up the next morning and remember all that was said and
how it was said. He is a bird on a branch. Sees like a bird and
writes books that can be extraordinarily well observed. But once
you are successful, especially if it happens quickly, it’s as if the
bird is now an emu. It cannot fly. It’s big and grows haunches
and fore shoulders and a mane: Lo and behold, it is a lion. And
everyone is looking at the lion, including the birds. But it is a
lion with the heart of a bird and the mind of a bird. So there is
a terrible period when the transmogrified emu is trying to live
like a lion and has small gifts for it. Then the beast begins to ex­
periment. When it runs, it now sees other animals scamper. It
takes a while—often years—to get to appreciate your effect on
others and even longer to begin to understand human beings
again. In the old days, you could write about friends, enemies,
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and strangers by intuition, by induction; now, by deduction. Of
course, you do have more material on which to work your de­
ductions.

I’ve always been fascinated with spies and their spiritual associ­
ates—actors. The latter can, of course, not be wholly equated to
spies, but they do have the experience of embodying a false life
for the duration of a given role, and that characterization can
become more real than their own identity. The few times I’ve
acted, I’ve been struck by how alive you can feel during the im­
personation, sometimes more real than in your own life. When a
spy feels friendship for someone he is going to betray, the
friendship is still real. The average journalist is, in that sense, a
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Since good novelists have to be brave on the one hand but
prudent on the other, we make up a delicate species. More

sensitive than others in the beginning, we have to develop the
will, the stamina, the determination, and the insensitivity to take
critical abuse. A good writer, therefore, does well to see himself
as a strong, weak person, full of brave timidity, sensitive and in­
sensitive. In effect, we have to learn how to live in the world with
its bumps and falls and occasionally startling rewards while pro­
tecting the core of what once seemed a frightfully perishable
sensitivity.

If you start a novel before you’re ready, it’s exactly as if you are a
young athlete out in a contest with professionals who are far be­
yond you. Not ready, you get clobbered. You receive a painful
lesson in identity. One does well to build up a little literary expe­
rience before trying a long piece of work. On the other hand, if
you can accept in advance the likelihood of ending in failure, a
young writer can learn a good deal by daring to embark on the
long voyage that is a novel.

I’ve virtually said as much before, but it is so worth repeating. I
tend to look at my contemporaries in the way an athlete looks at
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rival athletes. You try to have a state of mind where you see
everything they do that’s better than what you can bring off, yet
you certainly look to remain aware of those of your skills that are
superior to theirs. Good athletes look at their peers in that man­
ner. After all, they have to face each other.

Of course, this is not often true for authors. But we act as if it
is. That’s because if we are good enough, our games can have
their conclusions a hundred years after we are gone.

The energy I put into my public, performing self probably
helped my mind and hurt my work. I believe it gave me an un­
derstanding of the complexity of the world that I would not
have had if I’d stayed at home. I would have tended then to
have a much more paranoid vision of how sinister things are.
They can be, but not in the way I used to think. That is one of .
the better tests of the acumen of the writer. How subde, how full
of nuance, how original, is his or her sense of the sinister?

City life produces caustic wit. In New York and Chicago, it
serves as a tonic. It even functions as a bridge to others, one of
the essences of a city. But if you live in the country, such readi­
ness for confrontation can get you hurt. People who live in the
country have one similarity to convicts. All too often they have
nothing to think about but the occasional insult they have re­
ceived. That is one good reason city and country people do tend
to make each other nervous.

In the world, you have to learn how to live with deceit. Trotsky
once made the incisive remark that the only way you can tell the
truth is by a comparison of the lies. While you may never be able
to find out who is lying more, you can come close to the relations
between two liars. Especially if they are married. We may even
be able to say with some certainty, “They hate each other,” or,
“Isn’t it extraordinary how they love each other despite all?”

You also have to learn to live with the possibility of violence. The
few times in my life I’ve been associated with real danger stay
with me and remain a source for writing. I have a theory con­
cerning crucial experiences that I’ve expressed from time to
time but it might be worth stating again. Certain events, if they
are dramatic or fundamental to us, remain afterward like crys­
tals in our psyche. Those experiences should be preserved
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rather than written down. They are too special, too intense, too
concentrated to be used head-on. Whereas if you project your
imagination through the crystal, you can end up with an imagi­
native extrapolation of the original events. Later, coming from
another angle, you may obtain another scenario equally good
and altogether different from the same crystal. It is there to
serve as a continuing source so long as you don’t use it up by a
direct account of what you felt.

Actors, in their way, may use the same primal experiences to
fuel many an emotional aspect of many a role. Sometimes, in the
long run of a play, they can use up such a source and have to
find another.

I think Hemingway got into trouble because he had to feel equal
to his heroes. It became an enormous demand. He could not
allow a character in his books to be braver than he was in his pri­
vate life. It’s a beautiful demand, and there’s honor in forcing
oneself to adhere to such a code, but it does cut down on the
work you can get out. While it’s legitimate to write about a man
who’s braver than yourself, it is better to recognize him quickly
as such. I believe I could put a heavyweight champion of the
world into a novel and make him convincing, even enter his
mind without having to be the best old fighter-writer around. I
would look to use one or another of the few crystals I possess
that are related to extraordinary effort.

Hemingway’s death was cautionary to me. His suicide was as
wounding as if one’s own parent had taken his life. I keep think­
ing of John Gardner’s unforgettable remark that when a father
commits suicide, he condemns his son to the same end. Well of
course, you can go to suicide by more ways than killing yourself.
You can rot yourself out with too much drink, too many fail­
ures, too much talk, too many wild and unachieved alliances—
Hemingway was a great cautioning influence on all of us. One
learned not to live on one’s airs, and to do one’s best to avoid
many nights when—thanks to Scott Fitzgerald’s work—one knew
it was three o’clock in the morning.

All the same, many of us also knew what it was to come home
after a dull, ugly party, full of liquor but not drunk, leaden with
boredom, angry, a little sick, on the edge of what might legiti­
mately be called despair. Sometimes, it was so bad, one tried to
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put down a few words about it. But writing at such a time is like
making love at such a time. Hopeless. It desecrates one’s future,
yet one does it anyway because at least it is an act. The premise is
that what comes out might be valid because it is the record of a
mood. What a mood. Full of vomit, self-pity, panic, paranoia,
megalomania, merde, whimpers, and excuses. The bends of Hell.
If you purge it, if you get to sleep and tear it up in the morning,
you hope it did no more harm than any other debauch.

Few good writers come out of prison. Incarceration, I think, can
destroy a man’s ability to write. The noise in prison is tremen­
dous. Plus the paranoia—you do have to fear or distrust too
many of the people you are among. The tension of past events is
always there: You hassled someone three weeks ago when you
were feeling strong; today, you are weak and the other guy is in
the yard working out with weights. You get his bad looks. Then
there is the daily injustice, which is inevitable—some guards
have a hard-on just for you.

Most convicts may not have a very good sense of the rights
due others, but they have a close to absolute sense of what is due
them. They’re not getting their rights most of the time. And in­
justice breeds obsession. In turn, obsession blots out the power
to write well. Obsession is like a magnetic field. You keep being
pulled back into a direction you have not chosen. All this mili­
tates against writing with clarity. It kills nuance! Given the vari­
ety of people in prison, you’d think that writers would ferment
like yeast, but they don’t. Only the best survive to be able to write
once they get out.

One of the hardest things about being a young writer is that
every day you spend writing is the day you don’t meet this fabu­
lous woman who will be the best heroine in American fiction—at
least in your willing hands. Now, I’m happily removed from all
that. Work used to be the great stone on one’s back. Today, it’s
the opposite. I can’t quite carry the analogy out to say that the
boulder has become a lighter-than-air balloon, but, I confess,
work now nourishes me as much as it wears one down.

The literary world is a dangerous place to inhabit too frequently
if you want to get serious work done. It’s almost necessary to
take on airs in order to protect oneself. And these airs have to be
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finely tuned if they are to do the job. Capote had a wonderful set
and walked around like a little fortress. Hemingway committed
suicide working on his airs. He took the literary world much too
seriously. His death is there now as a lesson to the rest of us:
Don’t get involved at too deep a level or it will kill you and—
pure Hemingway—it will kill you for the silliest reasons: for van­
ity, or because feuds are beginning to etch your liver with the
acids of frustration. Hemingway did his best to eschew much of
that world, but he established a fief with a royal court of follow­
ers. He may have worked as hard on that as on his books. I
would repeat: His airs killed him.

A writer, no matter how great, is never altogether great; a small
part of him is seriously flawed. Tolstoy evaded the depths that
Dostoyevsky opened; in turn Dostoyevsky, lacking Tolstoy’s ma­
jestic sense of the proportions of things, fled proportion and ex­
plored hysteria. A writer is recognized as great when his work is
done, but while he is writing, he rarely feels so great. He is more
likely to live with the anxiety of “Can I do it? Should I let up?
Will dread overwhelm me if I explore too far? Or depression
deaden me if I do not push on? Can I even do it?” As he writes,
the writer is reshaping his character. He is a better man and he is
worse, once he has finished a book. Potentialities in him have
been developed, other talents have been sacrificed. He has made
choices on his route and the choices have shaped him. By this
understanding, a genius is a man of large talent who has made
many good choices and a few astounding ones. He has had the
wit to discipline his cowardice and he has had the courage to be
bold where others might cry insanity. Yet no matter how large his
genius, we can be certain of one thing—he could have been even
greater.

The example is extreme. Just so. There is a kind of critic who
writes only about the dead. He sees the great writers of the past
as simple men. They are bom with a great talent, they exercise
it, and they die. Such critics see the mastery in the work; they ne­
glect the subtle failures of the most courageous intent and the
dramatic hours when the man took the leap to become a great
writer. They do not understand that for every great writer, there
are a hundred who could have been equally great but lacked
the courage. The writer, particularly the American writer, is not
usually—if he is interesting—the quiet master of his craft; he is
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rather a being who ventured into the jungle of his unconscious
to bring back a sense of order or a sense of chaos; he passes
through ambushes in his sleep and, if he is ambitious, he must
be ready to engage the congealed hostility of the world. If a
writer is redly good enough and bold enough he will, by the
logic of society, write himself out onto the end of a limb that the
world will saw off. He does not go necessarily to his death, but he
must dare it. And some of us do go into death; Thomas Wolfe
most especially, firing the passions which rotted his brain on
those long paranoid nights in Brooklyn when he wrote in exal­
tation and terror on the top of a refrigerator. And Hemingway,
who dared death ten times over and would have had to dare it a
hundred more in order to find more art, because each time he
passed through death the sweet of new creativity was offered.

Well, few of us dare death. Most of us voyage out a part of the
way into our jungle and come back filled with pride at what we
dared and shame at what we avoided, and because we are men
of the middle and shame is an emotion no man of the middle
can bear for too long, we act like novelists, which is to say that we
are full of spleen, small gossip, hatred for the success of our ene­
mies, envy at the fortunes of our friends, ideologues of a style of
fiction which is uniquely the best (and is invariably our own
style), and so there is a tendency for us to approach the books of
our contemporaries like a defense attorney walking up to a key
witness for the prosecution. At his worst, the average good nov­
elist reads the work of his fellow racketeers with one underlying
tension—find the flaw, find where the other guy cheated.

One cannot expect an objective performance therefore when
one novelist criticizes the work of other novelists. It is better to
realize that a group of men who are to a degree honest and
to another extent deceitful (to the reader, or to themselves, or to
both) are being judged by one of their peers, who shares in the
rough their proportions of integrity and pretense and is likely to
have the most intense vested interest in advancing the reputa­
tion of certain writers while doing his best to diminish others.
But the reader is at least given the opportunity to compare the
lies, a gratuity he cannot always get from a good critic writing
about a novelist, for critics implant into their style the fiction
of disinterested passion when indeed their vested interest, while
less obvious, is often more rabid, since they have usually fixed
their aim into the direction they would like the art of the novel

4-n
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to travel, whereas the novelist by the nature of his endeavor is
not only more ready to change but by the character of the en­
deavor itself is obliged to be ready for a new approach. Virtually
every writer, come soon or late, has a cramped-up love affair
which is all but hopeless. Of Human Bondage could be the case
study of half the writers who ever lived. But the obsession is op­
posed to art in the same way a compulsive talker is opposed to
good conversation. The choice is either to break the obsession or
enter it. The compulsive talker must go through the herculean
transformation of learning to quit or must become a great
monologuist. As did Henry Miller!

When it comes to being judged on a moral scale, good novelists
are usually in the middle: not too good, and preferably not too
evil. The evil, after all, do see more advantages to telling lies
than truth. Not a good practice for a novelist. Fiction is the only
overriding lie you are permitted.

On the other hand, if your character is awfully decent, you
are to a degree, estranged from humanity. So it helps if your
character is average lousy but with striking contrasts and excel­
lent elements. Then the contradictions in your moral makeup
will work for you.
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It may be that part of the ability to remain a writer is to learn
how to protect your ego through the years. One does ring:

oneself around with ego protections, the first of which, unhap­
pily, is prudence. The price: Inspiration does not manage to
blow the door open as often. Still, you do carry out the main
brunt of your projects. That, of course, is exacdy the major func­
tion of the ego—this dogged, determined, and often ugly ser­
vant of civilization itself.

If we think of all the attitudes we take on to fortify the ego or
plug holes in it, blind patriotism is probably the most expensive.
That is why we will look long and far before we find a good
writer who is also a blind patriot. A reasonably dependable ego
is crucial to a hardworking author, but an ego that is much more
powerful than our literary needs is a superhighway straight into
mediocrity. A good many best-selling authors can line up for
that one.

Only another writer can know how much damage writing a
novel can do to you. It’s an unnatural activity to sit at a desk
and squeeze words out of yourself. Various kinds of poisons—
essences of fatigue—get secreted through your system. As you
age, it grows worse. I believe that is one of the reasons I've been
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so interested in prizefighters. I think often of the aging boxer
who has to get into shape for one more fight and knows the pun­
ishment it will wreak on his body. No wonder it puts him in
gloom. What characterizes every older fighter I have seen train­
ing for a fight is the bad mood that hangs over him and his
camp. The only good thing likely to come out of.it will be money.
For the rest is close to a foregone conclusion. Even if he wins the
fight—even if he wins it well—he is not going to get a new pur­
chase on life out of a dazzling success, not in the way he did as a
young fighter. That’s also true in my profession. Often, you have
to make grave decisions: Am I going to attempt this difficult ven­
ture or not? At a certain point, you must believe that the work
will yet prove truly important. Or else why suffer the slow self­
destruction it will entail? Writing a novel over two or three years
of the hardest work sometimes does the kind of damage to the
body that is equal to obliging someone who has never smoked
before to consume two or three packs a day for months. In reac­
tion, I think, I’ve become an interested amateur about medi­
cine; when you are a writer, you are, in a certain sense, doctor to
yourself. You can always feel tensions and ailments creeping into
you. It goes with the territory. Your factory is yourself. You are
always examining the mill for potential breakdowns, anticipat­
ing troubles, and so you become alert to the relation not only
between yourself and other people but between yourself and
your body. Writing impinges on that body; writing depends ulti­
mately on that body. Proust, with his asthma, was like an impor­
tant industrialist who manages to get out an extraordinarily
consistent product even if one wing of the plant is notoriously
subject to breakdown.

Writing can also be a way of using up a large and uncomfortable
presence in yourself. It’s famously known, for instance, that
pornographers end up impotent. That’s probably a myth with a
certain amount of predictability. If you work a muscle hard, it
tends to develop; overworked, it can break down. I think some­
thing of the same is true of imagination. Force it too far, and it
can cease to return anything. We write novels out of two cardinal
impulses (other than to make a living and the desire- to be fa­
mous). One is to understand ourselves better, and the other is to
present what we know about others. Of course, it is often impos­
sible to comprehend anyone else until one has plumbed the bot-
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tom of certain preoccupations about oneself. That is why the
writer is always at risk of using his or her talent for therapy—
which can be closer to creative inanition than to art.

Since we are often obliged to write in a state of ignorance
about our real motives, one way to tell whether we are engaged
only in therapy is that the work engages no risk or, to the
contrary, is so wild that it will find no public and no publisher.
Therapy, taken by its bottom line, is always self-indulgence self­
absorption.

There is always fear in trying to write a good book. That is
one reason why there are many more people who can write well
than do. And, of course, many can’t take the meanness of the oc­
cupation. There’s nothing so very attractive about going into a
room by yourself each day to look at a blank piece of paper (or
monitor) and make calligraphic marks. To perform that act de­
cade after decade punishes through the very monotony of the
process. The act of writing itself, taken as a physical act, is less in­
teresting, for example, than painting or, certainly, sculpture,
where your body is more exercised in the doing.

Like all occupations, writing also presents its unique elements
of risk. In the case of the novelist, it is to his ego. You really don’t
want to get into a theme where you take no real chances, espe­
cially if it is a long book. How to dignify the time it uses up?

I’m always a litde uneasy when my work comes to me without
much effort. It seems better to have to forge the will to write on
a given day. I find that on such occasions, if I do succeed in mak­
ing progress against resistance in myself, the result is often
good. As I only discover days or weeks later. (The Armies of the
Night, for example, was written in the face of considerable resis­
tance and gloom!) With all else, I was talking about myself in the
third person. While it seemed interesting up to a point to speak
of a protagonist named Norman Mailer, it was, on the other
hand<damn odd. I was halfway into the book before I got used
to it. It is even a dislocating way to regard oneself. Yet by the
time I was done, I missed this character of Norman Mailer so
much that I brought him back for book after book. It never
worked as well again. The commitment has to be there. In The
Armies of the Night, I was a true protagonist of the best sort—half­
heroic, three-quarters comic.
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Usually, on an average working day, you try to raise yourself to a
level where you can pick up your story again. You have to pass
through a peculiar hour or two, getting yourself in shape for the
daily stint. That is equal to saying you have to face yourself each
morning. While every salesman, teacher, executive, fireman, or
cop does exactly that one way or another on many a morning
(and many a pickpocket as well!), the writer must do it alone,
day after day after day, a matter of brooding and drifting, and
possibly getting into what's bothering you, or even just unwind­
ing a bit. Since you are ready, however, as a novelist to sit in
judgment on others, you are obliged to look sooner or later each
morning on everything in yourself that’s weak or second-rate or
irrelevant.

When I’m writing, therefore, I am rarely in a good mood. A
part of me prefers to work at a flat level of emotion. Day after
day, I see hardly anyone. I’ll put in eight or ten hours, of which
only three or four will consist of words getting down on the
page. It’s almost a question of one’s metabolism. You begin, after
all, from a standing start and have to accelerate up to a level of
cerebration where the best words are coming in good order. Just
as a fighter has to feel that he possesses the right to do physical •
damage to another man, so a writer has to be ready to take
chances with his readers’ fives. If you’re trying for something at
all interesting or difficult, then you cannot predict what the re­
sults of your work will be. If it’s close enough to the root, people
can be psychically injured reading you. Full of heart, he was also
heartless—a splendid oxymoron. That can be the epitaph for
many a good novelist.

Today, most of my ideas are less involved with new exploration
than with occupying thematic territories I reconnoitered years
ago. If you no longer have the pleasure of enjoying your mind
in the way you could when young, you have, at least, more
worldly knowledge to work with. In 1972, while interviewing
Henry Kissinger, I asked him if he enjoyed the intellectual stim­
ulation of his White House work, and he said in effect, “I am
working with ideas I formed at Harvard years ago. I haven’t had
a new idea since I’ve been on this; I just work with the old ones.”
By now, I know what he meant. There are just so many new
thoughts you can have. There comes a time in your life when
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you have no choice but to implement them. To quote from The
Deer Park: “. . . for experience when it is not communicated to
another must wither within and be worse than lost.” One owes
the reader a fee when quoting oneself, but here the tariff feels
acceptable.■

I can sit with an empty mind. Iff do think of something, then all
right, I think of it. But a tired brain is happy to contemplate
nothing.

On the other hand, our continuing existence as novelists
often depends on lively hypotheses. They fructify one’s fiction.
For example, it is likely that one of the covert motives of jealousy
is that it always offers a powerful hypothesis. The moment a hus­
band or wife does not trust the mate, his or her life may become
painful, but it is undeniably interesting. Let’s say the husband
comes in after work and by the way he puts his hat and coat
away, the wife can think, Yes, yes, he’s feeling guilty. So she can
keep the hypothesis going—at least so long as new evidence
does not absolutely refute the premise. Then, perhaps, she finds
out that the woman she is convinced he is having an affair with
has been teaching in China for the last half-year. All right,
thereby ends this hypothesis. Now the wife has to either find a
new mistress out there or reassess her acumen.

The above, you might say, is a private chart of reality. We also
keep world-size charts. A huge geographical and/or philosophi­
cal map. The West is in decline—a large hypothesis. Depending
on the character of one’s mind, one can have an immensely com­
plicated worldview or a narrower and most restricted map,
where all you can say is, “I know this region well. Let the rest re­
main uncharted.” Very few of us have a reasonably filled-in vi­
sion of the world. We tend to develop only those areas we are
interested in.

As a perfect example, how many Americans had Afghanistan
anywhere on their chart until September 11? Now, we are pick­
ing up bits and tidbits about Islam. A flurry! A superficial but
lively work-in-progress is proceeding.

To dignify this notion, let me propose that indeed we do try to
use these charts, whether good or superficial, to serious pur­
pose. For we are all navigating through fife. That is one reason
why good novels have a quality that other forms of communica­
tion do not offer. It’s very hard to think of an interesting protag-
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onist who is not always moving between choices. And you, as the
writer, have to monitor these decisions. When your characters
come alive for you, which is one of the more agreeable if unde­
niably eerie aspects of serious novel-writing—when you find
yourself having dialogues with them or at the least thinking
about how they might react in certain situations that have noth­
ing to do with your novel—then they do bear comparison to a
prominent and troublesome friend.

A specific example: At one point in the middle of Harlot’s
Ghost, I thought it would be interesting to send my protago­
nist—who was a young man in the CIA (and very much under
the tutelage of a very high CIA official called Harlot)—to Israel.
Why? Because Harlot is in competition with the gray eminence
of the CIA, James Jesus Angleton. Harlot feels Angleton not only
has too much of a hegemony in the CIA but is also on the inside
track with the Mossad. So Harlot decides to send over his subal­
tern. Perhaps the young man will be able to submarine Angleton
just a bit.

That appealed to me. And I thought: Do I dare? Then real­
ized: Can’t be done. The research will take a year. I’ll have to go
over to Israel. Never having been in Israel before, that’ll be an­
other book, probably, and I’ll have to find out about the Mossad. ■
My chart was no help there. All I had was a blank area that said
“Truly major intelligence organization.” Learning about the
Mossad would be even more difficult than picking up on the
CIA. I deliberated for all of a resdess week before I was ready to
tell myself, “You could wreck this book by sending Harry Hub­
bard to Israel. At best, you’ll lose much too much time.” Instead,
I had him do something less bold. But that is the way we make
such novelistic decisions. Very much as we do in life.



Mail_0394536487_2p_all_ri.qxd 10/3/02 7:Qa|>AM Page 131

GENDER, NARCISSISM,
MASTURBATION

If you believe in fiction, if you believe in the power of the nov­
elist, then all subjects are possible. Of course, certain choices

present more obstructions than others. It would be harder, as an
example, for a male novelist to learn about the small irritations
of a woman’s day than to imagine what her sex would be like. A
novelistic element in sex, after all, is the feeling of nearness to
the Other. It’s one of the compelling reasons for sex precisely
because such sentiments live almost entirely outside formal
sacraments and private codes. It may indeed be why pious peo­
ple so often feel driven to break their own deepest sexual prohi­
bitions. It’s because the experience of meeting the Other is
incomparable. Which is why I say it’s easier—if you are going to
write about those of the opposite gender—to limn them sexu­
ally, than attempt to get into the nitty-gritty of their daily life.

Another word on gender. Women certainly have every right to
create men at war, but I think it might be recognized that it’s
likely to be less comfortable for them. War, after all, is essentially
a male invention. How often have women shown the same in­
ventiveness and hellishness that men have at war? How can they
approach that near-psychotic mix of proportion and dispropor­
tion which is at the heart of mortal combat? On the other hand,
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if we ask whether men and women can write equally well about
bravery, I would say yes. How are we to define bravery, after all?
Take a woman who is awfully timid—let’s say she was terrorized
through her childhood. She has an all-too-acute awareness of
how bad things can come upon you suddenly. When she’s an old
lady and every bone in her body is aching, it may be an act of
courage for her to cross a busy street all by herself. She doesn’t
know if she can make it across before the lights change, yet she
has to do it. For her own honor, if you will. And she does it. That
may be more brave, given the relative situation, than the bold
act of a soldier who’s been trained to be courageous, who is
bonded to the soldiers he is with, who lives with the idea that
there’s no disgrace in life worse than not being up to the military
occasion. You can’t speak of true bravery in combat for such a
good soldier until he has exhausted his code to that point where
he feels, Yes, I may lose—I may lose my heart, my dignity, my
honor. I’m scared. I'm terrified. I can’t move. If, at this point, he
still proceeds to press himself forward, then his behavior is
courageous.

In a certain sense, we all know this—we know what constitutes
brave action. So a woman can certainly write about brave sol­
diers, even though she’s not the least bit brave, not at that level..
Of course, she has to have an immense talent. I’ve often thought
that Joyce Carol Oates, who a very talented woman, will often,
on the basis of a small bit of experience, write a six-hundred-
page novel. I think she’s an arch example of someone who does
almost all of it through talent. She’s willing to dare terrible hu­
miliation. The irony is that she is rarely attacked. I expect she
arouses a fundamental if somewhat bemused respect in many a
mean spirit.

The narcissist suffers from too much inner dialogue. The eye of
his consciousness is forever looking at his own action. Yet—let us
try to keep the notion clear—a narcissist is not simply a study in
vanity and self-absorption so much as one part of the self is im­
mersed in studying the other part. The narcissist is the scientist
and the experiment in one. Other people exist, have value to
the narcissist, because of their particular ability to arouse one
role or another in himself. And are valued for that. May even be
loved for that. Of course, they are loved as an actor loves his au­
dience.

Since the amount of stimulation we can offer ourselves is, ob-
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viously, limited, the underlying problem of the narcissist is bore­
dom. So there are feverish, even violent attempts to shift the
given. One must alter that drear context in which one half of the
self is forever examining the stale presence of the other. That is
one reason why narcissists are forever falling in and out of love,
jobs, places, and addictions. Promiscuity is the opportunity to
try a new role. The vanity gained from a one-night stand is an
antidote to claustrophobia. That is, if the gamble of the one-
night stand turns out well! Henry Miller complains to Anais Nin
of his dear beloved’s lack of center, the incapacity of June to tell
the truth or even recognize it. “I want the key,” he says, “the key
to her lies.” Blind to himself—does not every artist have to live
in partial and self-induced blindness, or he could never find a
foundation for his effort?—Henry Miller does not want to rec­
ognize that the key may be simple. Every day is a scenario for
June. On the best of days, she creates a life into which she can fit
for a few hours. She can feel real love and real hate for
strangers, and thereby leave the circle of her self-absorption.
Through scenarios, she can arrive in an hour at depths of emo­
tion that other people voyage toward for years. Of course, the
scenario once concluded, so too is the love for the day. That
passing actor she played with for a few hours is again a stranger
to her. It is useless to speak of whether she loves or does not love
Miller. It depends on where he dwells in her scenario for that
day. So it is also useless to speak of her lies. They are no more
real to her than yesterday’s lies. It is today’s scenario that is her
truth and her life—that is liberation from the prison cell of the
narcissist.

Of course, it is not all that bad. Part of Miller’s continuing lit­
erary obsession with June is due to the variety of her roles. Each,
after all, offers a new role for Miller. He does play opposite the
leading lady. If for one day she turns him into a detective and on
the next, a thief, that keeps interest in his own personality alive.

Narcissists, after all, induce emotion in each other through
their minds. It is not their flesh which is aroused so much as the
vibrancy of the role. Their relations are at once more electric
and more empty, more perfect and more hollow. But the hollow
seems never to fill. So, narcissism may be a true disease, a bio­
logical displacement of the natural impulse to develop oneself
by the lessons of one’s experience—narcissism, therefore, could
bear the same relation to love that onanism does to copulation
or a cancer to the natural growth of tissue. Can wc come a little
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nearer to the recognition that there may be a base beneath all
disease, an ultimate disease, a psychosomatic doom, so to speak,
against which all the other illnesses, colds, fevers, infections, and
deteriorations are bulwarks to protect us against a worse fate?
Which is what? Perhaps an irreversible revolt of the flesh or the
mind into cancer or insanity. That is psychosomatic doom—to
follow the growth of the flesh or the mind into terminal anom­
aly. But if that is the case, how can we not suppose that for the
narcissist—always so aware that something is wrong within—
there is a constant unconscious terror: His or her isolation, if
unrelieved, will end in one arm or the other of the ultimate dis­
ease.

The paradox is that no love can prove so intense, therefore, as
the love of two narcissists for each other. So much depends on it.
Each—the paradox turns upon itself—is capable of offering de­
liverance to the other. To the degree that they tune each other
superbly well, they begin to create what before had been impos­
sible: They begin to acquire the skills that enable them to enter
the world. (For it is not love of the self but dread of the world
outside the self which is the seed of narcissism.) Narcissists can
end, therefore, by having a real need of each other. That is, of
course, hardly the characteristic relation. The love of most nar­
cissists tends to become comic. Seen from the outside, their suf­
fering manages to be equaled only by the rapidity with which
they recover from suffering. Is it hundreds or thousands of such
examples that come to us from Hollywood?

The reality, of course, is more painful. Given the delicacy of
every narcissist and the timidity that created their detachment,
we can see again that the highest intensity of their personal rela­
tions is, for good cause, with themselves. For their own self­
protection, they need an excess of control over external events.
(Not too removed in analogy is that excess of control which tech­
nology is forever trying to exact from nature.)

To the degree, however, that narcissism is an affliction of the
talented, the stakes are not small, and the victims are playing a
serious game right in the midst of their scenarios. For if one can
break out of the penitentiary of self-absorption, then there may
be artistic wonders to achieve.

Henry Miller could have been playing, therefore, for the
highest stakes. He had the energy, the vision, the talent, the out­
rageous individuality to have some chance of becoming the
greatest writer in America’s history, a figure equal to Shake-
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speare. (For Americans.) Of course, to invoke such contrasts is to
mock them. A writer cannot live too seriously with the idea that
(as Hemingway once boasted) he will or will not beat Tolstoy. He
contains, rather, some sense of huge and not impossible literary
destiny in the reverberations of his own ambition; he feels his
talent as a trust, and his loves seem evil when they balk him. He
is living, after all, with his own secret plot. He knows that a
writer of the largest dimension can alter the nerves and marrow
of a nation. No one, in fact, can measure what whole and collec­
tive loss would have come to the English people if Shakespeare
had not lived to write. (Or, for that matter, conceive of how the
South would be strikingly less interesting without Faulkner. It
certainly is now.)

In those seven years with June, Miller was shaping the talent
with which he would go out into the world. It is part of the total
ambiguity of narcissism (despite the ten thousand intimate de­
tails he offers of his life) that we do not know by the end of The
Rosy Crucifixion whether June breathed a greater life into his tal­
ent or exploited him. We do not know if Miller, if he had never
met her, could have become capable of writing about tyrants and
tycoons (instead, repetitively, of his own liberation) or—we are
left wide open—if the contrary is the true possibility and he
might never have written nearly as well if he had not met her. All
we know is that after seven years of living with June, he went off
to Paris alone and learned to live by himself, having come into a
confluence of his life where he could extract an overpowering
and unforgettable aesthetic from ogres and sewers. It is kin to
the nightmare of narcissism that we are left with this question
and no answer.

A corollary of narcissism is, of course, masturbation. An author
is forever consulting his mind, even as the hand will query the
penis. So follow a few remarks from an interview done almost
forty years ago in The Realist. Rereading it, I find it still valid.
The act of writing is so close to the psychic character of mastur­
bation that if we are going to discuss the world of the writer, then
we ought to deal with this as well. It is the unspoken subtext be­
hind the epithet scribbler.

PAUL KRASSNER: Do you think you’re something of a puritan
when it comes to masturbation?

norman mailer: I think masturbation is bad.
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PK: In relation to heterosexual fulfillment?
NM: In relation to everything—orgasm, heterosexuality, to style,

to stance, to be able to fight the good fight. I think masturba­
tion turns people askew. It sets up a bad and often enduring
tension. Anybody who spends his adolescence masturbating
generally enters his young manhood with no .sense of being a
man.

PK: Is it possible you have a totalitarian attitude toward mastur­
bation?

NM: I’m saying it’s a miserable activity.
PK: Well, we’re getting right back to absolutes. You know—to

some, masturbation can be a thing of beauty.
NM: To what end? Who is going to benefit from it? Masturbation

is bombing oneself.
PK: I think there’s a basic flaw in your argument. Why are you

assuming that masturbation is violence unto oneself? Why is it
not pleasure unto oneself? And I’m not defending masturba­
tion—well, I’m defending masturbation, yes, as a substitute if
and when—

NM: All right, look. When you make love, whatever is good in
you or bad in you goes out into someone else. I mean this lit­
erally. I’m not interested in the biochemistry of it nor in how
the psychic waves are passed back and forth. All I know is that
when one makes love, one changes a woman slightly and a
woman changes you slightly—

PK: Certain circumstances can change one for the worse.
NM: But at least you have gone through a process which is part

of life. One can be better for the experience, or worse. But
one has experience to absorb, to think about, one has literally
to digest the new spirit that has entered the flesh. The body
has been galvanized for an experience of flesh, a declaration
of the flesh.

If one has the courage to think about every aspect of the
act—I don’t mean think mechanically about it—but if one is
able to brood over the act, to dwell on it, then one is changed
by the act. Because in the act of restoring one’s harmony, one
has to encounter all the reasons one was jangled.

So finally, one has had an experience which was nourish­
ing. Nourishing because one is able to feel one’s way into more
difficult or more precious insights as a result of it. One’s able
to five a tougher, more heroic life if one can digest and absorb
the experience.
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But if one masturbates, all that happens is, everything
that’s beautiful and good in one goes up the hand, goes into
the air, is lost. Now, what the hell is there to absorb? One hasn’t
tested oneself. You see, in a way, the heterosexual act lays
questions to rest and makes one able to build upon a few an­
swers. Whereas if one masturbates, the ability to contemplate
one’s experience is disturbed. Fantasies of power take over
and disturb all sleep.

If one has, for example, the image of a beautiful, sexy babe
in masturbation, one still doesn’t know whether one can make
love to her in the flesh. All you know is that you can have her
in your brain. Well, a lot of good that is.

But if one has fought the good fight or the evil fight and
ended with the beautiful, sexy dame, then whether the expe­
rience is good or bad, your life is changed by it. One knows
something of what happened. One has something real to
build on.

The ultimate direction of masturbation always has to be in­
sanity—the ultimate direction, mind you, not the immediate
likelihood.
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In the-course of fashioning a character, as you search into his
or her existence, there invariably comes a point where you.

recognize that you don’t know enough about the person you are
trying to create. At such times, I take it for granted that my un­
conscious knows more than I do. As we go through life, we do,
after all, observe everyone, wittingly and unwittingly. Perhaps,
out of the corner of your eye, you glimpse someone in a restau­
rant who represents a particular inspiration or menace or possi­
bility, potentially a friend or foe—and the unconscious goes to
work on that. It needs very little evidence to put together a com­
prehensive portrait because, presumably, it has already done
most of that labor. To use an unhappy analogy, it’s as if the un­
conscious is a powerful computer that does not often need much
in the way of new data to fashion a portrait, considering how
much material has already been stored away.

On the other hand, the unconscious can often feel violated by
what we demand, by what, indeed, we manage to extract from it.
Perhaps a great deal of the material it is now supplying was orig­
inally filed away for its own purposes. Suppose the unconscious
has a root in the hereafter that our conscious mind does not. If
so, it will have deeper notions about death than we do. Let us
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then dare to surmise that the unconscious is on close, even fa­
milial, terms with that most elusive presence in the conscious
mind—our soul. If that is the case, the unconscious can feel
exploited by the push of the novelist to extract so much of his
product from its resources.

Suppose the relation of the unconscious to the conscious is
analogous to that of a cultivated Greek slave in service to an
overbearing Roman master. If we use this notion as a working
premise, we can assume that our unconscious is full of the trick­
iest kinds of resistance. All the writer receives is a sense of dull,
edgy resentment. Perhaps the unconscious is not ready to
plumb into the material requested. The acute form of this is
writer’s block. But, for that matter, there is a touch of writer’s
block in almost every working day. It is part of the experience of
writing. At a certain point we are going well for a page or two
perhaps, even as many as four or five. On happy days, one is
writing as if it’s all there, a gift. You don’t even seem to have
much to do with it. You’re only around to transcribe what’s com­
ing up. Then comes the moment when our ambition orders us
to keep going: “Three pages away from the end of the chapter.
You can’t stop now, not with this marvelous streak.” At this
point, so often, the sentences begin to strain, and you feel, no,
we’ve got to pack it in for now—dammit, dammit—now tomor­
row morning will be lost, but, no, don’t try to finish now, you’re
going to wreck it. That’s what you learn over time. Because in
the early years of writing, you do force it, and what happens, of
course, is equal to blowback. From its point of view, the uncon­
scious has done its job. It’s damned if it’s going to give you any
more right now. If you insist, flatness of affect will be your re­
ward—nothingness, the dread antagonist. It’s there. One of the
most painful elements in the act of writing is to live so much of
the day with little but that. It is why many talented men and
women do a good book or two, then stop. To deal on a daily
basis with nothingness is vitiating. Writers who have been at it for
decades often do not keep as vital inner life. They remain pro­
fessional enough to take what is potentially exciting in their
concept and put it on paper. But the inner landscape shows its
flats. That may be due to our violation of the frustrated desire
of the unconscious to be left alone on those occasions when we
nonetheless insist on hard-working its vein. So our ambition
ends by contributing to the nothingness that besets us. The irony
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is that so often it is our fear of living with an inner void that
makes us ambitious in the first place.

Part of the art of being a novelist is to play that delicate game of
obtaining experience without falsifying it by the act of observa­
tion. Generally speaking, it's easier to take in such knowledge
when you are part of an event that is much larger than your­
self—like the fall of the Twin Towers.

There must be five hundred young writers in New York who
had a day of experience that was incomparable—nothing re­
motely like that had ever happened before in their lives. And it’s
likely that some extraordinary work will come out of it. Hope­
fully, not all of it about 9/11. If you never write about 9/11 but
were in the vicinity that day, you could conceivably, in time to
come, describe a battle in a medieval war and provide a real
sense of such a lost event. You could do a horror tale or an ac­
count of a plague. Or write about the sudden death of a beloved.
Or a march of refugees. All kinds of scenes and situations can
derive ultimately from 9/11. What won’t always work is to go at it
direcdy. That kind of writing can be exhausted quickly. And the
temptation to drive in head-on, is, of course, immense—the
event was traumatic to so many.

Unhappily, a large part of writing serves this eliminatory
process. The worst thing that can be said about literary work is
that it can reduce itself all too easily to self-expression that is all
too close to psychic excretion. Ideally, you are there to bring
wealth to others. Wealth of observation, of perception, the riches
of a philosophical attitude that is to a degree new, insights into
psychology the reader hasn’t had before—all these are on the
selfless side of writing. On the other hand, there is ego, vanity,
and need—the desire, finally, to advance oneself as a writer. Peo­
ple don’t become authors solely to benefit humanity. They’re in
the same position as priests. Part of them wants to be good to
others; the other self wants, one way or the other, to have some
acquaintance with power. Which is often hugely at odds with the
first notion. Generosity vies with acquisition; compassion is be­
sieged with greed. Not surprising then, if such tension pushes
one toward accomplishing neither, but converting it all into re­
duction of stress, therapy through the act of writing and more
writing until such logorrhea exhausts one’s unrest to some de­
gree. In such cases, it is the loss of good writing that pays for the
draining of all that bad cess and unrest.
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I’ve found that I can’t do serious writing without getting into a
mild depression. (Note! I am not speaking of a clinical depres­
sion.) An ongoing bad mood can be, however, a vital part of the
process, because to begin with, it’s perilous to fall in love with
what you’re doing'. You lose your judgment. And for the sim­
plest reason—the words, as you are writing them, stir up your
feelings too much. Odds are, if they excite you disproportion­
ately, they may do much less to others. (This accounts for the be­
wilderment of novice writers when a story they have written that
charged them up to the heights appears to have litde impact on
others.) ,

With veteran writers, a mild working depression is not always
simple to explain. The deeper your theme and the more mate­
rial you are bringing up from your unconscious to support it,
the more you may be exhausting the possibilities of other
themes-in-waiting. So gloom can descend. Certain large possibil­
ities won’t get written about after all. No book I wrote kept me in
a more sustained bad mood (while doing it) than The Armies of the
Night. I was putting so much in, and at so fast a rate—the first
three-quarters of the book was written for Harper’s magazine
over a stretch of eight weeks—that I was probably uprooting all
sorts of possibilities for future projects. Gloom descends when
you have wounded too many psychic tissues in your determina­
tion to achieve one urgent goal.

Sometimes, the only way you can be certain you are attracted to
a new subject is that you know so little about it and yet are drawn
toward it. Perhaps you possess one deep insight into the sub­
ject—a special kind of purchase that will accelerate your com­
prehension as you proceed. It’s more amusing, for instance, to
read a mystery novel if early on you have an idea who did it, a
feeling that you and the author share something. In such happy
condition, you are going, right or wrong, to get more out of the
book than others. I think something of the sort can also occur in
historical research. Reading about ancient Egypt, I felt I knew
something about burial customs that the average Egyptologist
didn’t—not more about the details, which I hadn’t learned as
yet, but more about the underlying reason for some of the prac­
tices. That was enough to fire up the wish to pursue it a long way
further.
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I’ve always had the feeling that it doesn’t make much sense to
take on a subject if others can do it as well. As an instance, I
never felt my childhood was so unique to me that it was worth
recording. On the other hand, I conceal, sometimes from my­
self, what there is to write about those years. It can be wasteful to
plunge into what you have to say on a subject before you’re
ready to give your full commitment.

This may sound odd to people who do not write. They usually
have not come in contact with the authority of the unconscious
to resist one’s conscious will. Over and over again, I discover
that my unconscious is going to disclose to me what it chooses,
when it chooses. You can, to a limited degree, force it, to re­
spond, but that rarely occasions much happiness on either side.
Sometimes I think you have to groom the unconscious after
you’ve used it, swab it down, treat it like a prize horse who’s a
finer animal than you.

Practically, how do you go about this? How do you groom the
unconscious? I don’t have a conscious clue. The trouble with re­
lying on metaphors is that they too can desert you just as quickly
as anyone or anything else.

Over the years, I’ve found one rule. It is the only one I give on
those occasions when I talk about writing. It’s a simple rule. If
you tell yourself you are going to be at your desk tomorrow, you
are by that declaration asking your unconscious to prepare the
material. You are, in effect, contracting to pick up such valuables
at a given time. Count on me, you are saying to a few forces
below: I will be there to write. The point is that you have to
maintain trustworthy relations. If you wake up in the morning
with a hangover and cannot get to literary work, your uncon­
scious, after a few such failures to appear, will withdraw.

It is likely that your unconscious is never all that much in love
with you. The battle between the ego and the unconscious is, I
think, a war of some dimension. In many people it’s equal to an
unhappy marriage, and marriages depend, after all, upon trust.
Unhappy marriages depend immensely on what little mutual
trust there is. So, you have to establish decent relations with
your working depths, and you might as well recognize that this
procedure is possibly as difficult to achieve as any far-reaching
union with someone outside your skin.
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The unconscious presence within may have as many interests,
aspects, principalities, chasms, terrors, underworlds, other-
worlds, and ambitions as yourself. Your unconscious may even
have ambitions that are not your own. For practical purposes, it
may be worth thinking of it as a separate creature. If you are
ready to look upon your unconscious as a curious and semi­
alienated presence in yourself with whom you have to maintain
decent relations—if you are able to see yourself as some sort of
careless general (of the old aristocratic school) and picture the
unconscious as your often unruly cohort of troops—then, obvi­
ously, you wouldn’t dare to keep those troops out in the rain too
long; certainly not at the commencement of any serious cam­
paign. On the contrary, you make a pact: “Work for me, fight for
me, and I will honor and respect you.”

To repeat: The rule is that if you say to yourself you are go­
ing to write tomorrow, then it doesn’t matter how badly you’re
hungover or how promising is a sudden invitation in the morn­
ing to do something more enjoyable. No, you go in dutifully,
slavishly, and you work. This injunction is wholly anti-romantic
in spirit. But if you subject yourself to this impost upon yourself,
this diktat to be dependable, then after a period of time—it can
take weeks, or more—the unconscious, nursing its disappoint­
ments, may begin to trust you again.

This is a burden on young writers who are not only ambitious
but wild enough to feel that their wildness is part of their talent.
They hate to submit to the heavy hand (that awful, severe, un­
bending demand for moderation) and obey the rule that you
have to show up.

On the other hand, you can sometimes say to yourself, “I’m
not going to work tomorrow,” and the unconscious may even by
now be close enough in accord not to flood your mind with bril­
liant and all-too-perishable material. That is also important. Be­
cause in the course of going out and having the lively day and
night you’re entided to, you don’t want to keep having ideas
about the book you’re on. Indeed, if you are able on your day off
to avoid the unpleasant condition of being swarmed with
thoughts about a work-in-progress when there is no pen in your
hand, then you’ve arrived at one of the disciplines of a real
writer.



Mail_0394536487_2p_all_rl.qxd 10/3/02 7: Page 144,

144 . THE SPOOKY ART

The rule in capsule: If you fail to show up in the morning after
you vowed that you would be at your desk as you went to sleep
last night, then you will walk around with ants in your brain.
Rule of thumb: Resdessness of mind can be measured by the
number of promises that remain unkept.
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PRIMITIVE MAN,
ART AND SCIENCE,

EVIL AND JUDGMENT

Since the primitive had senses that were closer to the animal,
he also had fears not unlike the animal. Those fears, obvi­

ously, were intense. Anyone who has ever felt dread in any real
way knows it’s a near to unendurable experience; one will do al­
most anything to avoid it. One is tempted to advance the notion
that civilization came out of human terror at having to face
dread as a daily condition. So we worked to elaborate a civiliza­
tion that would insulate us from the exorbitant demands of ex­
istence. I’m not speaking now of those early and unbelievably
pressing concerns of growing crops or killing enough game to
be able to live. I’m conceiving of a greater terror, where the trees
virtually spoke to one and the message one took in from the
rustling of the leaves and the swaying of the branches was accu­
rate: the storm they were ready to tell you about—the terrible
storm that was coming in a few weeks—would wash the river
over its banks and flood your settlement. That warning proved
to be prophetic. Small wonder if man did everything he could to
remove himself from such intimacy with nature. He even esca­
lated the costs of tribal war in order to found large nations—
anything to avoid a daily existence filled with dread. Carnage
ensued and philosophy developed. Is it possible that at the heart
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of Divinity, Irony is well installed? Carnage walks the aisles of
history hand in hand with philosophy. If there is no afterworld
where the contest continues, then existence is indeed absurd.

Primitive man had to see himself surrounded by a circle of
forces—demons, gods, friendly forces, impersonal forces. If I
think of a primitive walking through a forest, I expect his move­
ment to be different from ours. If we pass through the woods on
an easy trail, we walk; if it’s not open, we bushwhack. But the
primitive may have stopped before a certain tree and bowed.
Before another, he may have lain prostrate, even abject, on the
ground; where there was familiarity with a relatively modest di­
vine force, just a nod of the head as he passed by. That was no
more than was required unless the tree gave an indication that it
was annoyed. How did it speak? By many shades of distinction
in the rustling of its leaves.

If we accept these suppositions, then consciousness had to be
more intense for the primitive. He was always a protagonist. His
day was heroic or ghastly. For what does it mean to be a hero? It
requires you to be prepared to deal with forces larger than your­
self. Terrified and heroic, it is no wonder that the life span of
primitive man was shorter than ours.

By pagan times, of course, societies as developed as the Ro­
mans’ were ready to rely on rituals and special relation to their
gods. Earlier, among the Egyptians, amulets could even be the
equal in value of estate holdings. If you are trying to form and
maintain a society, you can’t have people going off every mo­
ment to propitiate forces on their own. You do well to get them
believing there is a central force, society itself, which offers the
best approach to propitiation of the gods. Can one go so far as to
suggest that there is a buried element in many talented writers
that unconsciously expects their work to serve not only litera­
ture but as acts of conjuration or propitiation? What, when you
get down to it, was Joyce, as one mighty example, trying to show
us in Finnegans Wake?

The artist seeks to create a spell. Today, of course, the artist is no
primitive man; he is all but completely insulated from the senses
primitive man once had. By now, the artist usually acts as a me­
diator between magic and technology. But no matter how tech­
nologized he becomes, his central impulse is to create a spell
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equivalent to the spell a primitive felt when he passed a great
oak and knew something deeper than his normal comprehen­
sion was reaching him. Perhaps the primitive felt close to what
we feel when we see a great painting on a museum wall. We are
near then to, something we can’t even call knowledge. It’s larger,
less definable, and certainly more resonant.

While the physicist is stirred, if uncomfortably, by feeling the
presence of magic in his experiment and the artist is often
drenched in statistical detail (since he has to deal with a world
that grows more and more technical and difficult to compre­
hend), at bottom their interests are opposed. Finally, the physi­
cist is trying to destroy the fundament of magic, and the artist is
trying to undermine the base of technology. The artist believes
(and this is the greatest generalization I can make) that all cos­
mic achievement is attainable within the human frame—that is,
if we lead lives witty enough and skillful enough, bold enough
and, finally, illumined enough, we can accomplish every com­
munication and reach every vault within the cosmos that tech­
nology would attempt to take by force: telepathy rather than
telephony.

An equation sign can also be seen as a statement of metaphor.
When you say: “y equals x to the 2nd power,” you are in effect es­
tablishing a metaphor. Or, the obverse: An artist in a gallery,
looking at a painting, says, “I see God in the yellow.” All right,
that can be stated mathematically. The yellow of this painting
is a function of God. Either way, artist or physicist is trying to
penetrate into the substance of things. In that sense, the physi­
cist and the artist are closer to one another than the artist and
the gallery owner, or the physicist and the engineer.

I’ve long had the notion that when highly charged people have
a confrontation—Shakespearean characters, for example—
coincidences will occur. Indeed, if there is any order in the cos­
mos, it should not be so exceptional that this is so. If a general,
let us say, is getting ready for battle and there are gods and dev­
ils surrounding him, they are certainly involved in the outcome.
Whether the general wins or loses the contest on that day will
have an effect on the fortunes of these gods. So they’re going to
be paying attention, are they not? In turn, the general is going

n
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to be aware of them—at least insofar as he has sensitivity to their
presence. Such a man is not necessarily foolish or psychotic if he
spends his last ten minutes in bed debating whether he should
first put his left foot down on the floor or choose the right. Per­
haps he is calling on the left or right echelon of his gods. We
can also assume that these gods will be doing their best to create
startling coincidences. A coincidence, after all, excites us with
the livid sense that there’s a superstructure about us, and in this
superstructure are the agents of a presence (or a spiritual
machine) larger than our imagination. When a warlike general
bends his knee in prayer, it is as likely that he is calling upon a
demon as invoking Jesus Christ. Of course, he may be thinking
that he calls on the Lord. Doubtless, he has never encountered
Kierkegaard’s dictum that when we feel most saindy, we could
be working for the devil.

J. MICHAEL LENNON: Many of your characters over the years have
carried on negotiations with evil—Marion Faye, D.J., Ro-
jack—I take it that you would not agree with Hannah Arendt
on the essential banality of evil?

NORMAN MAILER: I wouldn’t agree with Hannah Arendt at all,
not at all. Of course, she can make a case. There are any num­
ber of prodigiously evil people who have, from the writer’s
point of view, disappointing exteriors. Eichmann, superfi­
cially speaking, was a litde man, an ordinary man in appear­
ance, and vulgar and dull, but to assume therefore that evil
itself is banal strikes me as exhibiting a prodigious poverty of
imagination. You know, one of the paradoxes I always found
in the liberal temperament is that they are immensely wor­
shipful of Freud—even though most of his ideas are antipa­
thetic to the notion of liberalism itself. But liberals do go to
Freud as if he is their umbilical cord for cerebral nourish­
ment. The reason is simple: Freud’s stance is reductive, and
liberals don’t like to believe in the vast power of the uncon­
scious or the evil of true murderousness residing in the most
ordinary people. To accept the surface for the reality is to per­
form the fundamental liberal reflex. In effect, liberals are
near to saying, “I don’t see God, so why do you assume God
exists?” Talk of the devil is off the charts. Out of that has
come, I think, their present bankruptcy. Liberalism has no
exciting ideas to offer any more. I think this enervation comes
because it has not been able to deal with the most haunting
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question of the twentieth century, which is not communism
but Nazism. Liberalism can’t come near to understanding this
incredible phenomenon that took over a country of the most
decent, hardworking, and clean people in the world, this in­
credible phenomenon of a fascism that went far be-yond the
bounds of totalitarianism into the most despicable and extraor­
dinary extermination of vast numbers of peoples. And this,
coming out of a nation that had always been exceptionally—
even comically—law-abiding, suggested that the unconscious
was truly a place of hideous ambushes and horrors. Liberals,
unable to weave that thought into their philosophy, were
happy to welcome Hannah Arendt’s phrase. But I think to
speak of the banality of evil is precisely to point us further in
the wrong direction. Evil has dimensions. Evil is mysterious.
It can be palpable or invisible. It can appear to be banal or,
equally, can show itself as intensely dramatic. September 11
does come to mind.

Back to Kierkegaard. He was ready to suggest that at the mo­
ment we’re feeling most saindy, we may in fact be evil. And that
moment when we think we’re most evil and finally corrupt, we
might, by the star ding judgments of God, be considered saindy.
The value of this notion is that it strips us of the fundamental
arrogance of assuming that at any given moment any of us has
enough centrality—that is, possesses a seat from which we can
expound our dogma or determine our own moral value. I may
have a fairly well formed cloud of intuitions about the nature of
the good, and like a cloud, it has, to a certain degree, its struc­
ture; yet the form is capable of altering quickly. A cloud changes
shape over a few moments, but it remains a cloud. It’s not just
simply an unformed chaos. That, I would propose, is as close as
we get to any moral truth. This is why I love the novel. It is, I
would repeat, the form best suited for developing our moral
sensitivity—which is to say our depth of understanding rather
than our rush to judgment. Given the complexity of the last cen­
tury and the surrealistic knockdowns of the first two years of this
century, quick judgment has become a need analogous to the
kind of all-consuming hunger that is ready to eat grass and dirt
to fill the void. Or, go to McDonald’s.

The moment you moralize in your novel, your book is no longer
moral. It has become pious. Piety not only conodes morality but



Mail_0394536487_2p_all_r1.qxd 10/3/02 7:OakAM Page 152 .

152 . THE SPOOKY ART

consorts with corruption. Piety and corruption go together like
hot dogs and mustard. They have to. No one can fulfill the de­
mands of piety; as a daily demand, it is inhuman. So it inspires
its opposite—just for the sheer health of the body, if not the
soul. Whereas morality, when subde, brings proportion to hu­
man affairs. Tolstoy is a great writer—maybe he is our greatest
novelist—because no other can match his sense of human pro­
portion. We feel awe supported by compassion when we read
Tolstoy. A remarkable achievement. We are in the rare presence
of moral evaluations that are severe yet ultimately tender.

I’ve used this example before, but it bears repeating: Anyone
who worries about whether he is going to hurt somebody’s feel­
ings by his work is no more a writer than a surgeon who says to
himself, “In making this incision, I am going to give this young
woman a scar on her belly that could injure her love life for the
next thirty years.” The surgeon just makes the cut. He may be
right or wrong in the need for the operation, but he keeps a nec­
essary insensitivity to the rest of the context. Writers also have
their own kind of restricted vision. They cannot afford to say to
themselves, “This portrait is going to scar my good friend.” Or
my father. Or my sister. If they feel such sentiments, they can’t,
write. Indeed, a great many young writers think of all the peo­
ple they’re going to hurt or, worse, those they’re going to make
enemies of, and, full of funk, begin to brood on the retribution
that will ensue. So there has to be something a bit maniacal
about a young man or woman who would be an exciting writer.
He or she has to be willing to get that book out no matter how
many psychic casualties are left in its passage. On the other
hand, a good young writer does well not to take an immediate
advantage over people he dislikes by dumping on them in his
pages. It’s a bad habit to cash such easy checks. Ergo, the moral
vision of the young writer is on a tightrope.

I may not be a good intellectual, but my avocation is, nonethe­
less, to create intellections. I put them on like adhesive plasters.
In the case of Gary Gilmore, however, I had to pull them off. As
I explored deeper into what Gilmore’s nature might be, I de­
cided that every concept I had about him was inadequate. So I
wanted the reader of The Executioner’s Song to confront the true
complexity of one human. That state of perception will always
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arise by studying any person close enough. That he was a mur­
derer made my task simpler, because we are all fascinated by
killers. But any person studied in depth will prove fascinating. It
is certainly, the yeast in any good marriage. Take any soul alive,
and he or she can prove exceptional provided you get to know
him or her well enough. Of course, if we are dealing with a sad
case, the exceptional element is more likely to be found in the
canyons of their horrendous bad luck or in the contortions of an
ongoing cowardice. Or both. Bad luck feeds fear; the obverse
may be equally true.
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Readers often have a problem when an author mixes real and
fictional characters. I’ve never been bothered by that. As far ■

as I’m concerned, it’s all fiction. Let’s say for the purpose of ar­
gument there are a thousand large and small details necessary
for a particular historian to capture a given moment in time—
Napoleon’s return from Elba or the rise of Robespierre. What­
ever is chosen, the historian has to decide which of those details
are most relevant. He can’t use them all. More important, he
can’t obtain them all. Let’s say he selects a few hundred pieces of
information that adhere to his various assumptions on what
probably happened within the event. These pieces of detail are
usually called/acts.

Should the novelist come in, also ready to write about the
same happening, he or she is not nearly as good, doubdess, at
research and comes up with only forty or fifty details that seem
vital. Nonetheless, I would argue that the historian and the nov­
elist are both engaged in writing fiction. The difference is that
the historian uses more facts, although they can never be nu­
merous enough to enclose the reality. Moreover, the historian
usually writes in a more pedestrian style. But there they are both
doing fiction. The real point is that each, the novelist and the
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historian, is making an attack on the possible nature of reality.
Such attacks are the fundamental element in' good fiction
whether the mode of assault is history or the novel.

I’ve always been drawn more toward realism than fantasy, be­
cause it seems to me realism is endlessly interesting and finally
indeterminable. Realism is a species of fantasy that’s much more
integrated and hard-core than fantasy itself. If you are ready to
come to grips with the inevitable slipperiness of most available
facts, you come to recognize that realism is not a direct approach
to the truth so much as the most concentrated form of fantasy.

Borges has a magical ability to put plots through metamor­
phoses. So, he poses the difficulty of comprehending reality. He
shows us that every time we think our mind is approaching re­
ality, we have only been writing a scenario to comprehend it.
The scenario is the equivalent of a hypothesis that seems correct
until new evidence subverts it. In the course of this subversion,
however, we learn a good deal. The revised hypothesis, ideally,
should be superior. Reading Borges, you live in this highly di­
verting and not always agreeable business of seeing elaborate
hypotheses destroyed by the one event that is able to turn them
inside out. Borges is always teaching us that it is not enough to
live with Aquinas’s dictum. Trust the evidence of your senses.
Rather, trust them until they are dramatically revealed as in­
adequate, tricked, or downright betrayed—then refine them.
Borges is not the least bit easy.

Paranoia? It is either the center of one’s sanity or the edge of
one’s psychosis. You never know when it’s devoted to your safety
or to your ultimate breakdown.

There is a famous story that Shelley rushed up to a mother,
seized her infant, held it aloft, and cried out: “Babe, speak! Re­
veal your immortal truth!” Like Plato—a great Platonist at that
point, was Shelley—he believed that the education you begin to
receive when young, obfuscates the instinctive knowledge with
which you’re born. Then you spend the rest of your life trying to
unmake that education.

Well, I too am able to believe we’re born with a profound ap­
preciation of the universe and do lose it in the first few years of
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our life (not to mention the first few weeks!) and then spend the
rest of our time trying to gain it back. By the time we are six, the
school system makes certain we lose it. I don’t think this is so
awful. It is rather in the nature of things. It was intended that
way. We’re supposed to lose it and regain it. I think it is impossi­
ble to conceive of any real achievements in knowledge without
that fall. Because if knowledge is something we receive merely
by opening ourselves to it, well—in the West, we can’t conceive
of that. Most of us find something a hint repellent about Hindu
philosophy. It’s the idea that you receive wisdom without a Faust­
ian effort. We react against the assumption that the more you
give yourself to the universe, and the more passive, therefore,
you become, the nearer you will be to the secrets of existence.
This thought is, of course, antipathetic to the Western mind. We
feel you only get to the kernel of real secrets by smashing the
shell. That’s the way we want it. It’s what we were built to do. If
this doesn’t have something to do with novel-writing, then I
don’t know what this book is about.

The twentieth-century artist who conceivably had the most in­
fluence on my work was not a writer but Picasso. He kept chang­
ing the nature of his attack on reality. It’s as if he felt there is a
reality to be found out there but it’s not a graspable object like a
rock. Rather, it is a creature who keeps changing shape. And if I,
Picasso, have been trying to delineate this creature by means of a
particular aesthetic style and have come only this far, then I am
going to look for another style altogether. And off Picasso goes
into a new mode of attack on reality. It’s as if you have to work
your way up the north face of the mountain, come back and do
the south face, the southwest face, so forth.

In line with Picasso, what I find most interesting in writing at
this point is to keep making a new attack on the nature of reality.
It’s as if reality has some subde desire to protect itself. If we keep
pushing forward in the same direction, reality is able to handle
us or evade us and may even do it in the way organisms become
resistant to various antibiotics and pesticides.

We tell ourselves stories in order to make sense of life. Narra­
tive is reassuring. There are days when life is so absurd, it’s
crippling—nothing makes sense, but stories bring order to the
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absurdity. Relief is provided by the narrative’s beginning, mid­
dle, and end. Without an end, you have an obsession, a constant
circling around a fact or situation that cannot be put in place.
The danger, therefore, in recognizing the insubstantiality of fact
is that one is all too ready to welcome the art of the absurd. That
is one good reason why so many are obsessive (and endlessly
boring) in their recitation of supposedly well-seated facts.
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The great economists pondered the interchanges of human
energy. They looked for those means and ways that such.

energy could be augmented institutionally or dissipated or even
destroyed. In that sense, Das Kapital is a phenomenological
novel, with commodities serving (and experiencing an extraor­
dinarily vital life) as protagonists. The commodities gain and
lose energy just as humans do in novels. Perhaps in future years
we will read some magnificent writer, probably not yet bom,
who will transcend the categories and write a work to marry
those visions of society that have to do with how we offer human
energy to each other, and steal it from one another, develop it,
divert it.

Obviously, Freud brought off a revolution in our consciousness
of the human psyche. But it may be wise to restrict his insights to
the nineteenth century. I expect that his final importance in in­
tellectual history will be that he gave us more insight into the un­
derside of that century than anyone but Marx. Freud is the key
to understanding how people put up with the psychic weight of
the lives they led in the 1880s, 1890s, and early 1900s: locked
up, terribly overstuffed, yet still existing with a considerable
amount Of puwci, CHClgy, Olid pivaocaxo. In tkooc doyo tho pcy-
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che was analogous to a plumbing system. People were ac­
customed to living under high pressure and finding ways, no
matter how bizarre, to open the steam valve. That’s not what we
have now. Today we know a world in which people not only act
out many of their anxieties but work to find reassuring expla­
nations of their conduct, which is often overdy contradictory
rather than repressed.

Marx, for vastly more complex reasons, is also not adequate
any longer. First imperialism, then corporate capitalism, made
their end runs around him. So I don’t try to create a bridge in
my mind from Marx to Freud, not anymore. But when I wrote
“The White Negro” back in the Fifties, I was ready to see that
everything in society—from the largest institutions to private
and intimate personal moments—might yet be connected as
parts of a new and vast social vision. In a limited sense, I’m still
trying. Of course, I grew up under the shadow of both men. I
was nothing if not intellectually ambitious when I was young,
and wanted to present a comprehensive vision of existence. By
now I’ve come to realize that I have neither the intellectual dis­
cipline nor the scholarly retentiveness to begin to do anything of
that sort. Still, it is important to connect up what one can. Until
we understand how we are obliged to lead our fives in ways we
don’t particularly enjoy (“The mass of men enter into social and
productive relations independent of their will.”—Marx), until
we understand more of those reasons why so many of us feel
dead inside so much of the time, yes, until we recognize how
much of that is not due solely to our lack of imagination or the
grinding confines of a responsible life, but is also the product of
vast institutional systems of greed, injustice, and manipulation
that we are schooled to perceive as relatively benign manifesta­
tions, we have arrived nowhere. The only way I can tell some­
thing terrible is going on is that I feel a litde duller than I ought
to. Very often that’s at the end of a long chain, you might say, of
social processes designed to keep us malleable, amenable, and
short on such powerful emotions as outrage at injustice. In that
sense, I still try to find the ultimate indictment against all that’s
awful and, yes, evil in society—all the awfuls: plastic, high-rise,
mall architecture, static, interruptions for commercials, making
money out of money, and—certainly not least—the highly devel­
oped structures of injustice. They’re all there if one can find the
grid on which to locate them. A devil’s grid.
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Back.in 1959, Ralph Ellison and I were out at the University
of Iowa on a literary symposium gotten together by Esquire., .

We had a lively audience, and the show went on for several in­
tense days. At the end, it seemed a little strange to me that we
had really worked that hard, gotten into so many discussions
with students and attendant academics, and even argued with
each other as lively as hell. When it was over, there was even a bit
of sadness. Something that had become just a bit exceptional
was done. So I said to Ellison, “Why the hell do we do it? Why
did we work so hard?” He said, “Man, we’re expendable.” I’ve
always liked that remark.

One’s work is just that—expendable. If any of my ideas can
succeed in changing the mind of someone who’s more intelli­
gent than myself, fine. If you advance a thought as far as you can
and it’s overtaken and improved by someone who will argue on
the opposite side, then in effect you have improved your adver­
sary’s mind. We can, however, feel the confidence that someone
will come along who will take your opponent’s improvement of
your idea and lift it higher on your side. Democracy is the throb­
bing embodiment of the dialectic—thesis, antithesis, and synthe­
sis ready to become the new thesis.

YOU cannot nave a glCaL dcmULiaL^ witlivruC great *vrx4tcro. l£
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great novels disappear, as they are in danger of doing, and our
storytelling is co-opted by television and journalism, then I
think we will be that much farther away from a free society. Nov­
els that reinvigorate our view of the subtlety of moral judgments
are essential to a democracy. Americans were affected for de­
cades by The Grapes of Wrath. Some good Southerners even de­
velop a sense of the tragic by reading Faulkner.

I don’t like to say to myself, “I want to get this idea across.”
Rather, I try to arouse a state of consciousness in the reader that
will accommodate the material I am presenting. My hope is that
my work will change their minds. Be it understood! I don't want
to change everybody’s mind in one direction—that’s equal to
propaganda. Rather than move all my readers ten degrees to
the left, I would be happier if I nudged some there while others
were swinging to the right. My fundamental belief about a good
society is that the cops get better and so do the crooks.

I feel that the final purpose of art is to intensify—even, if neces­
sary, to exacerbate—the moral consciousness of people. In par­
ticular, I think the novel at its best is the most moral of the art
forms. You are exploring the interstices of human behavior—
which is the first approach to religious experience for many of
us, especially since the organized refigions don’t begin to offer
sufficient account of the terrible complexities of moral expe­
rience and its dark sibling, moral ambiguity. The wisest rule
of thumb for the would-be moralist is: There are no answers.
There are only questions.

The logic of reincarnation, it seems to me, is that it may enable
God to go back to certain projects, just as an artist sometimes
wishes to improve his or her first attempt, work it further, go to
the point where he can do better, or, if not, know at least that he
has failed and can abandon a particular notion. Some human
souls may represent some of the more poignant notions of God.
You see, there’s an extraordinary beauty in the potential of most
human relations if we’re willing to assume that under all the ab­
surdities, the spleen, the waste, the brutality, there was, indeed,
a blocked aesthetic conception.

Speaking at the MacDowell Colony once, I found myself saying,
"Tlicrc lb 1JLV ICdSUll Uvlitvo tl-xc novcliot io not bottor ^Qiiipp^rl



Mail—03 9453 6487_2p_all_rl.qxd 10/3/02 7: oak Ml Page 162

161 • THE SPOOKY ART

to deal with the possibilities of a mysterious and difficult situa­
tion than anyone else, since he or she is always trying to discover
what the nature of reality might be. It’s as if the novelist is out
there, sprung early, with something most people never contem­
plate—which is ‘How and what is the nature of this little reality
before me?’ The novelist is the first to ask, ‘Do I love my wife?
Does she love me? What is the nature of love? Do we love our
child? How do we love? Would we die for our child? Or do we let
the child die for us?’ The novelist has to deal with these ques­
tions because living with them is the only way to improve his or
her brain. Without improving that brain, without refining the
edge of one’s perception, it’s almost impossible to continue to
work as a writer. Because if there is one fell rule in art, it is that
uninspired repetition kills the soul. So the novelist is out there
early with a particular necessity that may become the necessity of
us all. It is to deal with life not as something given us as eternal
and immutable but rather as half-worked, because it is our
human destiny to enlarge what we were given, to forge (I. might
have said to clarify) a world which was always before us in a man­
ner different from the way we had seen it the day before.”

I’m right and I’m wrong so often that I have no interest in con-,
vincing others to think the way I do. I’m interested, rather, that
we all get better at thinking. If a book is good enough, you can­
not predict how your readers are going to react. You shouldn’t
be able to. If it is that good, it is not manipulative, and everyone,
therefore, can voyage off in a different direction.

Yes, it is no ordinary human business to say you are going to
write a novel. You are planning to create a world. This God-like
presumption may be intoxicating, but it can never be comfort­
able. Nor should it be. To come up with a vision that can give us
some notion of the Lord’s mind—that partakes of beauty. When
we read Proust or Stendhal or Joyce, any, indeed, of the great
novelists, Tolstoy, Mann, or Faulkner, or on occasion Heming­
way, they do give us the idea that one special side of God’s mind
is not alien to the style of their mind.

I go back again and again to Dostoyevsky dying in despair be­
cause he could not write the novel about the great saint he envi­
sioned.

4-



Mail_0394536487_2p_all_rl.qxd 10/3/02 7:C^AM Page 163

MORAL VISION - 163

To us, now, it seems, “Why despair? Look at the great books
you did write.” But Dostoyevsky, given his unique intuitions,
may have sensed that Russia was heading toward a prodigious
catastrophe that he could not quite name. Nonetheless, he felt
he could help avert this oncoming disaster if he could create in ■
his pages a saint who would be believable enough to the Russian
people to inspire them.

This is not as impossible a mission as it seems today. In Russia,
in that time, a few novelists were revered like gods—or, if not a
god, Tolstoy certainly was regarded by his readers as a major,
virile, powerful saint. In turn, Dostoyevsky may have been
looked upon as a mad genius, but absolutely a genius. It was
taken for granted that you could learn more about life by read­
ing their novels than from your own personal experience. The
Russians paid just this exceptional attention to their novelists. So
from Dostoyevsky’s point of view, if he could only make that
marvelous saint in his mind come to life in a book, then he could
help to save Russia. All right, slightly demented, as was so much
of Dostoyevsky, but it was not wholly unbalanced. He had one
chance in a hundred, one real chance in a hundred. That’s all
a genius ever looks for—one live chance in that hundred. Ge­
niuses, we do well to remind ourselves, are people who take.
those hundred-to-one shots because they see how strange is the
luminescence in the flicker of the solitary candle.

Writers aren’t taken seriously anymore, and a large part of the
blame must go to the writers of my generation, most certainly in­
cluding myself. We haven’t written the books that should have
been written. We’ve spent too much time exploring ourselves.
We haven’t done the imaginative work that could have helped
define America, and as a result, our average citizen does not
grow in self-understanding. We just expand all over the place,
and this spread is about as attractive as collapsed and flabby
dough on a stainless steel table.

If I could give one maxim to a young writer, I’d say live with
your cowardice. Live with it every day. Hate it, or defend it, but
don’t try to slough it off. Cowardice is a prime cause; literary ap­
athy or overt writer’s block is all too often the effect.
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BEING AND
NOTHINGNESS

The reader will be aware by now that I have some obsession
with how God exists. Is He an essential or an existential

God? Is He all-powerful or is He, like us, an embatded existen­
tial presence who may succeed or fail in His vision? I think this
obsession began to show itself while I was doing the last draft of
The Deer Park. Then it continued to grow as a private theme dur­
ing all the years I was smoking marijuana. One’s condition on
marijuana is always existential. One can feel the importance of
each moment and how it is changing one. One feels one’s being.
One becomes aware of the enormous apparatus of nothing­
ness—the hum of a hi-fi set, the emptiness of a pointless inter­
ruption. One becomes aware of the war between each of us, how
the nothingness in each of us seeks to attack the being of others,
how our being in turn is attacked by the nothingness of others.

I’m not speaking now of violence or the active conflict be­
tween one being and another. That still belongs to drama. But
the war between being and nothingness is the underlying illness
of the twentieth century. Boredom slays more of existence than
war. I’d hardly read anything by Sartre at this time and nothing
by Heidegger. I’ve read a bit since and I have to admire their
formidable powers, but I suspect they are no closer to the buried
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continent of existentialism than were medieval cartographers
near to a useful map of the world. The new continent that shows
on our psychic maps as intimations of eternity is still to be dis­
covered.

I’ve never felt close to Beckett and haven’t read his novels.
Friends tell me the best of his literary substance is there. I am,
however, familiar with Waiting for Godot, Krapp’s Last Tape, and
Endgame, and I’ve always been fascinated by how he has done
something that no writer ever did before. When it comes to the
presence of being and nothingness, Beckett said in effect, “Nothing
is half of life and it is the half I know about. I am going to dwell
on that.” The trouble, however, is that we have to live with the
words in English, where the reverberation on the ear is not as
agreeable as etre or neant can be to the ear in French.

Nothingness is, after all, anathema to most writers. We take it
for granted that we will have to spend a good part of our lives ac­
cepting nothing as the price to pay in order to feel a resonant op­
posite: being. On days when one’s mind is not alive, One goes
through hours where boredom itself can be close to dread. It is,
after all, a state that offers no sensual affect and so feels vaguely
sinister in ways you cannot name. It’s as if in boredom you come.
to the wrong kind of rest, a pause that does not restore. Nothing­
ness invariably suggests endless nothingness.

Yet here we have Beckett, lively and witty as he travels into
these subtly fetid caves of virtual non-existence. I always saw
such states as the price you pay in order to command a grasp of
existence, of being. So in advance, my initial reaction to Beckett
was disapproval. I was bothered in those years—the late Fif­
ties—at how people were so ready to welcome the art of the ab­
surd.

I detest this art. When, for instance, I see a college play (and,
given the number of my children, I’ve seen my share), invariably
the dramatic department has opted for a play that celebrates the
art of the absurd. Their reason is clear: You cannot judge the
merit of the production too closely. Professors of drama at these
schools do not rush to be measured. It’s unfailing how often
they choose Garcia Lorca, Ionesco, Artaud—name twenty diffi­
cult and talented playwrights of the absurd and then set college
kids to try to do something with it. They can’t win and they can’t
lose, because the actors are going to get laughs. Whenever an
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audience is not able to follow a non sequitur, an automatic laugh
comes up. Especially from parents, roommates, relatives, and
friends. If you have an actor say, “The situation is getting kind
of boborigymous,” the audience will not only roar at the fecal
cacophony of the sounds but will look to cover over their igno­
rance of the exact meaning. A horde of fail-safes is always avail­
able in plays when they are dedicated to the absurb.

About the time Beckett arrived on Broadway, therefore, I was
certain, given the advance publicity, that he would be the worst
of all. Seeing Godot, I had to recognize that something profound
was going on, but I couldn’t like it. I felt all too familiar with
such states of existence. Marriage, after all, is filled with compa­
rable situations—the rigamarole of marriage, the routine, the
dreadful repetitions—nothingness pitted against nothingness—
except that Beckett added to it an acute sense of despair. Godot
had dimension, resonance, vibrancy. Beckett’s despair was sinis­
ter and joyful at once, as if he were saying, “Once you feel this
kind of woe, nothing will ever be that bad again.” Never as bad
again.

There was, inarguably, this remarkably quality in Beckett.
Nonetheless, he was putting the emphasis upon nothingness.
My outrage became sententiousness: What if being is in trouble?
We don’t have a clue any longer to what it might be—there is
such misuse of being. For a daily example, every time you be­
come interested in a narrative on television, a commercial comes
on and you are jacked over abrupdy from pleasure to nothing­
ness. The impact is there even though the commercial may be
lively, noisy, even on occasion amusing. But your concentration
has been broken at an instant when you weren’t prepared for
that.

Philosophically, Beckett seemed to be saying, “Nothingness is at
least one half of existence, so let’s study it, let’s attempt to enjoy
it.” The assumption that it could be enjoyed was the irritant. If
fiction depends on how life moves from being to nothingness and
back again, Beckett chooses to stay in nothingness. He’s Mozart-
ian, however, in the variations he can play on the theme. He is
one of the very few writers in the second half of the twentieth
century who prompts you to speak of his genius. He took a de­
serted road and went far with it. But he never entered the di­
alectic between nothingness and being. Let me try to exemplify
what I am saying.
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I have always felt that The Old Man and the Sea was one of
Hemingway’s failures. He wanted to bring off a short novel
about a fine man who worked with his hands, a fisherman.
Looking to write a novel of affirmation about just such a man,
Hemingway had him row out to sea in his dinghy again and
again. But after many days of poor fishing, the old man finally
hooks into the biggest fish he’s ever had. He hangs on, and the
contest goes for hour after hour after hour—the fish tows him
for miles—yet the old man succeeds in wearing the beast out,
and gaffs him. Since the catch is too heavy to bring on board, he
lashes it to the side of his dinghy and starts to row back to shore.
Then the sharks come and devour his prize. He’s left with noth­
ing. The critics all agreed this was Hemingway’s view of the lit­
erary world—sharks out to destroy a beautiful work.

The critics, however, decided near unanimously (and Hem­
ingway went along) that he had written a novel of human affir­
mation because the protagonist never gave up. But then there is
never a moment in the telling when the man said to himself,
“I’m suffering too severely. I’m going to cut the rope.” Because
if the old fisherman had weakened, then Hemingway would
have had to have a serious affirmation. Which is: Why doesn’t the
fisherman cut the fish loose? What remains in him to war with
that temptation? Instead, the old Cuban was never tempted. So
Hemingway never had to find a reason for the fisherman to say,
“I’ll hold on.” Not enough of a character had been created to an­
swer such a question.

I think the same fault in considerably more elaborated form is
present with Beckett. He never enters a situation where any of
his people might try to break out of whatever trap they are in.
They can be ensconced in garbage cans or talking to a tape
recorder, which, speaking of traps, is no mean example. But
there is never an arduous attempt to escape whatever trap they
are in. Of course, one can argue that Beckett dared to try some­
thing no one else had ever attempted and so was reaffirming
being. Daring is, after all, a vital element in being. But we are not
able to enjoy this daring nearly so much as we are obliged to feel
the ongoing possibilities of more nothingness, and so the final im­
pact of his plays is obsessive rather than haunting.

In parallel, the essence of all that hubris in corporate advertising
may be its well-founded fear of nothingness. For good cause. The
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corporates are always pouring their presentations into our
minds. To which I would reply that filling such essentially empty
forms as commercials is a direct species of nothingness. Whenever
you do not fill the aesthetic you set yourself, you are purveying
just that. By how, many if not most television commercials, no
matter how spiked with clash and color, give, nonetheless, little
attention to the item they are there to sell. The intent of the ad­
vertisers comes down to the premise that if you entertain your
audience, if you pay them, in effect, for the interruption by get­
ting them to laugh during the commercial, it’s not inconceivable
that a fraction of these viewers may even remember the name of
the product—that’s all the advertiser needs. Far better than to
have someone speak directly of the sterling virtues of the brand.
Who would believe them? No, advertisers work to overcome the
onus of nothingness that the TV commercial inserts into our nerv­
ous system.



| Mail_0394536487_2p_all_rl.qxd 10/3/02 7:<^AM Page 169,

MISCELLANY:
PORNOGRAPHY, PICASSO,

AND APHORISMS

I can see some reasonably deep moral questions about whether
people should be free to create hard-core pornography. I’d

vote yes, but let’s not assume no damage is taking place. For
some, it would be a curse; to others, a perverse blessing. But you
could be playing with your soul. Let’s say the moral shadings are
not without their parallel to men doing their best to take each
other out in the ring while other men and women cheer them
on. Note that I put it this way even though boxing is my favorite
sport to watch.

You can tell a lot about every stage of sex—before, during, and
after—by odor. One is often aware of one’s own spiritual condi­
tion through one’s scent. Just so, as one enters a house, one
knows the happiness or the misery of its people by the smell one
encounters. This faculty, therefore, can become unendurable at
times. You walk in on old friends and realize that something’s
going to go bust with them—not yet, maybe, but it’s there,
maybe a month or two away, a year or two away. The odor
speaks unmistakably of stale miseries that will yet exact their
payment. Or, at least, all this was true in the years when I still
had a vivid sense of smell.
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One can say that if Picasso had been braver at certain points in
his life, he might have been a more generous artist. Some of the
cruelty might have gone out of his work. Something grand
might have cbme in. He had enormous talent; he was, arguably,
the greatest painter since Michelangelo. With generosity, maybe
Picasso would have been nobler, but the odds are that he would
have been less. Because the selfishness of the artist is often there
to protect the part that is generous. To the degree that artists
give of themselves to all people, they don’t want to give anything
at all in other ways. There’s an economy to generosity. And very
often, the people who are the most generous are not the most
talented. I think the inner sanction that artists give themselves is
that they’ve got to be selfish—absolutely!—or nothing will get
done.

Such thoughts are not happy, but the evidence—if the biogra­
phies of artists and writers are at all reliable—does support the
notion that it is best to revere painters, poets, and novelists for
their talent rather than their character.

A great many artists are narcissists—certainly writers. In Pi­
casso’s case, narcissism is too small a word. I think he saw himself
as an intermediary between humankind and the forces that cre­
ated the world and kept it in upheaval. I think he saw himself as
a demiurge. That is, a demiurge with half of himself. The other
half was a modest man who spoke French badly and was five feet
three inches tall.

I’ve always felt that there was a good deal of compatibility be­
tween La Rochefoucauld and Gore Vidal. I say this critically.
One of the largest arguments I have with Vidal and his mind
and his work is that they represent the end of an intellectual
tradition that began with La Rochefoucauld. Many of Vidal’s
remarks stand up, I think, in comparison. He can put his finger
on many a boil. For example: “Whenever a friend succeeds, a
little something in me dies.” No one can accuse Gore of not
being able to step forth with a good line. What I would argue,
however, is that his particular tradition has become inadequate
to our needs. The world is growing so genuinely complex (and
perplexed) that it’s limiting to enclose it with aphorisms, no mat­
ter how brilliant. One has to qualify them.
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For example: Not everything wilts in me when another novel­
ist succeeds. There is also admiration—unwanted, it is true, but
then whoever insisted that we are absolutely without treachery
to ourselves?

Which opens a useful exercise for novelists: It is to take on a few
of the better maxims, adages, insights, and sayings of the cele­
brated, and see if you can work them further. There is that
whole remark of Tolstoy’s: “It is amazing how complete is the delu­
sion that beauty is goodness.” Agreed. At the least, a temporary, if
successful, collaboration between good and evil may well be
going on—which could be why Tolstoy distrusted it so, and why
we react with fear, wonder, avidity, and, yes, distrust when we
encounter a beautiful woman.

But now that I have commenced this, I cannot stop:

Voltaire once said: "Common sense is not so common.” He could
have gone on to remark that the greatest abuse of common
sense is generally perpetrated by those people who are forever
proclaiming the value of that virtue in themselves.

Abraham Lincoln: “Most of us are just about as happy as we make up
our minds to be." Sometimes, one doesn’t decide to be happy, be­
cause the likelihood is that upcoming events will be dire. Which
suggests that the fall will come from a greater height.

“Merit envies success and success takes itself for merit. ”—Jean Rostand
Success is so confident that it is possessed of merit that merit,

to its horror, comes to respect success more than its own merit.

One good reason for indulging this exercise is to remind young
writers never to hitch their minds to a wise saying. A wiser one
can usually be built upon it, or, at least, one ought to make the
attempt.

Example:
"The whole problem with the world is that fools and fanatics are

always certain of themselves, and wiser people so full of doubts.”
—Bertrand Russell

This is because stupidity is not a liability but an asset if all you
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care about is getting your way. Before obstinate fools, we are all
weak.

"Rudeness is the weak man’s imitation of strength. ”—Eric Hoffer
Half-true, no more. Rudeness can lead to a fight the rude

man would be wise riot to get into. Usually, however, the instiga­
tor of any harsh discourtesy has sensed already who is weaker at
the moment than himself. Like many another foul art, rudeness
has gifted practitioners.
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Genre, as used here, is an excursion into a few of the art
forms available to the novelist other than non-fiction or lit-.

erary criticism. Where the average good novelist is content to
stick to his or her last—certainly that is tricky enough—still, it is
hard by now to be good at our trade without feeling attracted to
such other venues as journalism, television, studies of the occult,
and, for a few of us, forays into art criticism.

Certain human relations are comparable to literary forms. For
instance, the one-night 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 novel, we 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 understanding that is arrived at on a given night
but in the way the new sensibility is confirmed or eroded over
the weeks or months that follow. The narrative fine of wedlock
is, in that sense, good days and bad ones. And most people seem
to prefer to five in this form—-just as there are people who pre­
fer to live in the space 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 twentieth-century
people by way of newsprint. A deadening of the collective brain
has been one consequence. Another is the active warping of con­
sciousness in any leader whose actions are consistendy in the pa­
pers, for he has been obliged to learn how to speak only in
quotable and self-protecdve 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 pro­
portion to their courage and their wit. Of course, those stalwarts
who learned how to respect the limitations of the reporter may
never have had a serious thought again. In order to communi­
cate with the communicators, they gave up any hint of private
philosophy.

I began my forays into journalism with prejudices on how the
materials of history were gathered. I also possessed the large ad­
vantage 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 liter­
ary heritage to remind me that the world is not supposed to be
reassembled by panels 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 char­
acter. 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 re­
porter. (At the least!) The difference would be found elsewhere.
Journalism assumes the truth of an event can be found by the
use of principles that go back to Descartes. (A political reporter
has a fixed view of the world; you may plot it on axes that run
right to left on the horizontal and down from honesty to corrup­
tion 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
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the moving world of Einstein. There, the velocity of the observer
is as crucial to the measurement as any object observed, 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, bur un­
admitted 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 anonymous axes of fact but is
breathed in through the swarm of our male and female move­
ments about one another, a novelistic assumption, for don’t we
perceive the truth of a novel as its events pass through the per­
sonality of the writer? By the time we have finished a story, we
tend to know, in our unconscious at least, where we think the au­
thor 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 advan­
tage of seeing around a corner, and that is aesthetically compa­
rable to a photograph of a range of hills when the sunset offers.
its backlighting to the contours. Be certain the journalistic flash­
bulb is better for recording the carnage 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, inter­
estingly so. The surface details have gone through a metamor­
phosis. The noise in one pressroom of a hundred working
typewriters is no longer present, since computers and laptops
are silent. Large events no longer have long banks of telephones
for the assembled journalists—cell phones substitute. The hotels
no longer smell like cigars, or armpits, or feet. They are usually
glitzy. Las Vegas set the new tone. And the reporters are much
better dressed. The deadlines are now in many a case more ex­
tended and the daily writing has improved. Yet in one funda­
mental way, nothing has changed in the profession: The inner
death of the soul is still with us.

Remember the old joke about the three kinds of intelligence:
human, animal, and military? Well, if there are three kinds of


