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, jj Norm, one critic of Ame^l can literature and a ^r1 end of

yours once described you as the Lon Chaney of American letters.

,.'ve always thought it was a good line. How over the years

/h^Teyou managed to keep' out”dT"'the grove of one style, one

m-©d=e?f What do you attribute your ability to move frnm style

and mode to mode^t©^'

Mi -Well,-I., don*t know 1 f T._cnn attribute it. You know I found

that I was moving from one style to another. And writers are

notorious guardhouse lawyers. They can re-write their case

after its been brought in. In other words, a writer can al­

ways give you an exnlanation of why they are doing something

after they have done it. They are splendid. So I can give

you a lot of wonderful reasons why, the way I have developed

my aesthetic by searching for new styles and new modes of ex­

pression and so forth but I expect I could probably do that

about as well as the next writer. But I really don't know.

I ponder this, why I keep changing my style. \An-d I think,

i f-krrall-y when you get down to it, the^e are two kinds of writers.
Thera ar e^w-r iters who have a powerful sense of identity and

the attraction of their work comes from that identity; comTnrg"

i-nt-o—col'll si on with a world which maybe moving in directions

awajc_f-roro them. I think the greatest single example of that

would be Henry Miller. All of M1 1 ler1 s wnr1' for ttq omnoA gho

^_n£_Lhe_Jwrld--bangi ng on Henry Miller and Henry Miller banging

on the world. Hemingway too. Faulkner, Thomas Wolfe. Now
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you get to people like Steinbeck and you get the reverse.
\ > 5t

Steinbeck kept changing his identity every book he did.
—-g- l

When^I—s.ay-changing his ideriti ty^, he kent changing his style.

If—you -changey-e»w—style you are changing your identTtv, I

think there is that-other kind of writer. I’ve named Steinbeck

I’ve—named. myself, we non f1rir.-, . f.jir
■/

Ed Doctorow^. ‘Hho-I- think 1 s a pretty good writer, 1s a p-erfoofc

example-eX^that. Anrk-I—th-1-nk /there are writers who fi nd-that

ae-the—werid-changes and as they change they are perpetually

in. search of their identity because their 1 d en-u-j-fey is a function

-o-f—the ehange in the worl-1 and—the change in themselves. And

—1-t—is. almost-as—!-f the act of writing is a different sor-t-of,

—act for them. There is a different, how to put-it, the solu­

tion they find in writing, ^he attraction of writing, the

benefits of writing, are different for them than they are for

people like Hemingway or Filler.

Li Well how-about an example sort of like, he’s not a writer,
ing

but I’m think/of Picasso. Picasso went through so many styles

and it’s been attributed by some, because of the rrew Picasso..,,

- .show in New York, they talk about his various marriages, hi s

relations with his farni li es, Ji s that true in your case to any

extent? Have your marriages, your relations with your families

has that had a major impact in some underground fashion, sbflre^

-.shift-Irr style or mode?

Mi I-'-remember reading some writer on Picasso.’ I forget who.

It d-Qjesn—t-matter. Nay be it will occur to me later. Anyway,

-he... made that- poi nt, that Picasso worked' in a different vein 
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for every wife and of course jt's true. And „re-ad-i n-ff—that X

th ought-,—we-l-.=~, I could say the same for myself up to a point.

I've written a different book with every wife and

had a different style. And I think 1 ^f—v-pu—had—been—marri-ed—

as many times as I■ have you are a different man in each

marriage. '-But on the other hand, -the- same-f's^trrre of Ml lTer.~

Miller was married many times but h.e did not change his identity.

Lt So what is the crucial difference between you and Miller?

Mt I think some people are born with a very firm sense of

identity, very clear roots. They know exactly where they

came from and who they are and what they are. an4==i=b^4=s==t,b®--.

world that is mysterious to them. ..And I've always been one cfi
h'kf a , !'i 4 « f/en So I r f J' Of f< ^^7^
those pe'ople who is very sensitive to the world and forever in'

the course of discovering my\se-lf—an-d who I am and what I am.

I remember I met John Erlichman after Watergate, and wrote

^s-om-ethkng about it because Erlichman changed greatly from the

days when he appeared before the Erwin committee. He was now

very much like a rather gentle m*dwesrerner;-far westerner,

X—think- he came from Montana or some place like that. He was

teaching at Montana State and he had the air of a gentle, sort

-of.radical college professor. You know a slightly wispy goatee-'

-and -he was a little punched out but very nice, very decent.
vj(,' - . A

And -the thing that struck me was how different he was than the

way he had been just two years before. And he said, "Well I

had an identity and .1 thought it was my own Identity, and then

when my life changed so drastically I realized it was not
e» a >•

Xden-ti-by but one -that they had given me. They were no longer
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..referri-ngr to me as the 'saine~man~hey- hail-Veen before. The

Erllchman they were now talking to was a different man in

their eyes and so I became different."

Li And he was cut off from the public identity, as I- ------------

remember.

Mi Yes, he was cut off from his public identity and he could

never go back to it,. And because he could never go back to

\ it, his identity was changed force majeur, willy nllly. He

j had no choice. He had a new identity.

Li Well, I was going to say also you and Miller are both

from Brooklyn and Miller has written some about his early

life in Brooklyn. You've said your childhood never interested

you very much. You didn't really want to write about it.

Could it be that you had no sense of reacting against your

childhood the way Miller did? He was reacting against that

German, bourgeoi se family he was brought up in. He—t-h©ught

f Ifwas' idiocy. What did he say, "my family were Nordic, which

is to sayldlots." Of course, you have had close ties with your

fami ly^i-alwayg in Brooklyn. You still live there. But you

never were reacting for Brooklyn-,-, against Brooklyn or -snyWijng

-that. So maybe you were freer to move than Miller, in

a sense?

Mi Well I was close to my family. I didn't have to break

away ^rom^-m-y—family,. I never had a sense of fighting my way

clear. In fact, i^L-there was .anything with the outside world

ett was much tougher than the ins'de world . Maybe there is the

difference right there. That-is-,—the first major difference.
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cts ^someone like Ki Iler had to establish his identity

very early In life. Because If he didn't he wonId-have-been

destroyed, more-or-less, or a larger part of him would have

been ruined for any kind of a serious effort later In life.
f'

I know this is probably true por people who grow up in hostile

f ami lies--t+rat‘ they establish their personalities vr^ry early.
- J '0> There 1 s ,a rock-hard quality to the personality tha-t -does -nov 

. shi-ftr.  Hemingway: s family life was subtler aha would take—

^nuch more penetration. And we have to assume that what Miller

is saying about his family is true too. His mother might

have been much more loving than he presents her. A lot of

women have complained over the years that I'illler was pretty

harsh about, you know, their relationship with him had been

a lot

to be

assume, if it was like that and that

cruel "after the fact." But all right, let's take it at

nicer than the way he had wrote about it. Killer tended 

weuid—have given him a rock-hard identity.
ik 4 -

Hemingway had

subtler problems, but nontheless he had to establish his identity.

I grew up in a world where really I was cultivated. I was

cultivated in the sense that (my mother and father treated my

sister and myself as very important people. We were the center

of their universe and oo It was the outside world that was

difficult. You know, go out in the street and you know if

■you didn't have friends you get beaten up. It was as simple

as that .—And . so I was always terribly alert to the eutsWe 

eWorld... I took the inside world for granted. .And I was free

to Indulge myself too, to change, from one personality to another.
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Li The way you describe it, If" you look at the production,

that's a crude way to put it, but look at the amount of work

you have produced, this flexibility that you talk about, your

production Is as great as any American writer I think. The

number of Important major works you’ve written, serious works

that were not just done offhand, casual stuff, it’s probably

up to Twain, It may be close to Faulkner. I don't know who

isa head in literary production, who's counting. But never­

theless you passed Hemingway, Fitzgerald, Wolfe, Steinbeck....

Mi Isn't Joyce Carol zOates ahead of all of us?

Li Joyce Carol Oates 1s ahead of everyone. That's true. And

she will always be ahead if she keeps writing at this pace.

But she puts out those books pretty quickly. I don't know how

many of them are going to last as long as yours. Nevertheless,

something in your career has allowed you to continue to...

has the change itself, the shift in change, has that been a

function, is that one of the reasons why you produced so much

over the years, that you never have got locked in any one mode?

Jeff and I were counting up and we came to something like 27

books, a couple of them are re-cycles but there is pretty close

to that.

Mi Isn't it really more like 21 or 22?
/

Li Well not if you count The Idol and The Octopus, The Bullflght.

Short Flcti on. If you knock off about 5, it's about 22, 23.

And still, that is a tremendous product.1 on in thirty years.

M_i It's more than thirty years, thirty-two years. Well, if

you ate making your living as a writer there Is nothing
/

(
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remarkable about that. You've almost got to put out a book

every year-and-a-half if you're going to stay alive.

Li Well if you consider though that the novel you've been

working on for so many years, a mammoth work, is going to be

appearing In the next 5 to 6 years over a period of time,

you've got to be talking about a tremendous expansion, a pro­

duction right there. I mean that book alone will equal what

Thomas Wolfe wrote in a life time.

M: No, well, that book is a long way from being done. I mean

I've got about two-thirds of the first book written. And the

first book will be almost as long as The Executioner's Song■

Now if the other two are equally long, which they may not be,

then we're talking about an awfully long piece of work. But

that may be fifteen years off too because those long books take

forever to write. They do because you get Into...they have to

grow, you have to grow with them. It's the oddest...you know

I have the oddest relation to this book I've been doing about

Egypt. For the sake or those who don't know about it I've

been writing a book about Egynt, as you know well, that's

Egypt in the Twentieth Dynasty, the reign of King Ramses the

ninth, about 1130 BC. This book now has eleven hundred pages

of manuscript. .And I started in 1971. And I keep writing it

and then .1 leave it to do another book and then I go back to it.

And it'/ become really like...my dearest wife. I mean this is

the wife I can leave for two years at a time and I come back

and/all it says is, "Oh hello, good to see you again."
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Li What’s it like coming hack to it after something as major

as The Executioner's Song?

Mi Well I didn't go back to it. I did another book in be­

tween .

L: You'did the Mari lyn book, the "Elegance"book. Well, those

two books ought to give some kind of a turn to your perception.

Are you expecting that in coffting back to it you're going to

have a completely different relationship because you've grown

and changed in those years?

M: Well no, but since then I did go back to it. I wrote Of

Women And Thelr Elegance then I went back to the Egyptian book

and I've written a good bit on it, maybe another 75>000 words

since I've gone back to it. I'm about a year away, a year

of hard work away from finishing it.

L: You've compared many times the li of a writer to the

life of a monk, the life of a boxer. You've used many metaphors

to describe it. And I came across Samuel Johnson's description

of_._a writer the other day and it was, when asked to describe

a writer, he said, "toil, envy, want, the patron and the jail."

And I wondered, how would you describe the writer's lire?

-What metaphor, boxing, monkish labors, the existential feat

off flooking at that blank piece of paper every day...how do you

think about writing when you think of it abstractly, when you

look back on the craft of writing?

Mi Well there-i~s one word that always comes to mi nd... is

sanction. Because tr> write you have to he able to give your-

-S-elf the sancti on to write. Or something in yourself has to 
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give jteu> the sanction to write. There's a moral judgment

always in writing. One is assigning values to the lives of

others, no matter how^. •‘Wren=“-youtake the meanest piece of

small criticism in a-weekly magazine, or something like the

Village Voice,let's say, somebody is writing about someone

else. They-'re lifting them un or they're putting them down.

That's a large act, -And even if you're doing it in fiction,
A

you re attempting to zeffect your reader's brain. We write

to influence others. An d ~s o do that you have to be in

command of yourself to a great extent., You have to feel that

you have the right to do this. No_w on the average day most"

writers don't even think about it, they feel' they have the

-Eight and,they.'re full of a head of steam and they're working.

It's not the good days that you have to worry about although

~on the badyz'days, if you've b°en, if you've done something

dumb the day before, or if you're embarrassed by yourself,

or ife^irout-re profoundly depressed about yourself, or if you’re^

nut down seriously by friend or enemy the day before, or if

you're having trouble with your mate or any one of a thousand

things that can spoil your day and you go in -the next morning,

when you're a professional, the thing that makes professional

writers' and the reason there are finally so few compared to

■howjmany people thevp are of talent -nd 'write is the ability

to work on a bad day is what cha-ract-erl-zes the professional.
cafr® 1

Li You've always said that you feel that some of your best
writing comes out of your wors^ periods and that you sometimes

have to go through the bends to really accomplish what you want.

Ar-en-Lt-you—suspicious of writing that comes out of..,.
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M.J I’m always a little uneasy when the writing comes too

easily because, there isn't that feeling of true grlt--apologies

to-John. Wayne. There isn’t that feeling when it’s very hard

to -write—and-you—literallv have to work yourself into that

noodle of writing. .You have to forge the will to write on- a'Vz

given day^-and you—find if you do that day after day and I just

find looking back on it,and I can’t even tell you why, -but

on those days when I~Xe.lt that, it was going- to—be very hard
Js

to write(and.I had a hell of a time writing and finally did

succeed, in writ!ng and the same happened the next day and the

next and the next, each day I wrote against great resistance
' /A.-

in myself and great depression after-I—fl nished writing^those

had' to be the best things I wrote. The Arm!es cX The Ni ght
7,".

was written in a towering depression. I wrote it in 8—weeks,

7 weeks, and they were some of the worse weeks of my life.

^And-I'd come home and think it was terrible every day and—J-

ihink—that there's some. .I've never understood it, I've al­

ways felt that perhaps there's some, thpre's some...it's as if

one doesn't trust oneself. You see,if I'd known that I was

writing something that I now would say is as good is The Armies

of The Night, if-1— had- known that each day was that gnadr t

. would have gotten slightly manic about it. -And when I--get

— man jo. I’m useless to myself as a writer.

Li jEhen you start felling Napoleonic?

Mi Yeah, and I start telling other people how to live. In-
ePt ■

stead of doing it in the pages of the book I'd be doing it in

my personal life. ThayXd—be—fi-g-ht-i-ng baeki- There wbuId"TJe’-
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explosions all over the place. You have to, I think one reason

writers get depressed is that if the central or if the next-to-

central figure in the family is depresseii'or powerfully

depressed, put it more simply if the man or woman in the house

is profoundly depressed at a given point, everything in the /

house-tends to slow down and move on a steady keel- I
L» You said that when you were writing Armies you^had^bhi-s

berrl-ble -depression-,-you were feeling terrible, was this- be-

.’fore or after? I mean what happened? You've explained this

to me before. You've said all of a sudden in.f-oolliig around,,

trying to get started on it, you finally tried the third person

and it worked for you. Didn't that,'-was that a release of

some pressure?

M: No, it merely shifted the pressure. Of course then I began

.to worry. It seemed to me 1t worked, maybe it worked. On the

one hand it seemed interesting, on the other hand it seemed a-

little odd. I remained uncomfortable with it for quite a

period. I'd say I was half way into the book before I .had

gotten use® to it. It took me longer to get usedte it than any

reader. And you may remember when you started reading the

book it was a little funny in the hendrming.

Li It was a shock.

M: And--it was not all together agreeable for a while, that is

until—t-he benefits of 11 began to be visible. It's a very

funny way to look at oneself and. w.e-.a.ll do- -Lt.v
Li Nevertheless, it was like an old shoe by the time you got

rid of it
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Mi Yes, "by the time’w© we-Fe done wl-bh- it,-©ire mi ssed it.

■In -fact I missed it so much I kept going back t-c—t-ha?t in

book after book.thereafter. AndXt never worked as well again.

L: I think you said in The Fi ght that you were getting tired

of that style, wheel□ ^orHnir to spin, tired of

your ..QWrL.pronoun cements and- commentary, and you wanted to

be a little...Well, I think you got more and more detached

as you follow those books from Armi es all the way through

-to The Fi ght. Is that correct?

Mi I got less and less interested in mysel f, a^^a^protagcnist=.j

In The Armi es of the .fi ght I was a true protagonist of the

best sort, which is half heroic and three-quarters comic.

That makes for a marvelous protagonist.

Li Like a Stendhal hero?

M: No, no. Nothing like it. Nothing so large.

Li No, but still, all proportions noted, as you say, "up

one day down the next." You had a success and you had a

failure, you were on top of it, you were sick of yourself.

That's a little bit like Julien Sorel, I think.

M: Except he had this vast project which is that ne was going

to become one of the mightiest men in France. All I wanted

to do, if you remember, I wanted to make a dinner party that

night.

’ ~Lt But still, you did say to yourself, "This could be the j

beginning of a guerrilla warfare in America." And if the war
I in Vietnam had not ended, it might Indeed have been somewhat

like it. You were prepared for that.
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Mi I was prepared to go to jai 1 eventually. I had the feel­

ing If things got worse and worse, and the war didn't end, at

a certain point in time a lot of ns who were marching on the

Pentagon might end up spending a year or two in jail, at the

least. And so we were all somewhat heavy-hearted marching on

that Pentagon. Because 1t was a way of putting ourselves on

record. But I still wouldn't compare that to Julien Sorel.

Li I always think of Arm! es of the I.'ight as a nineteenth-cen­

tury novel.

Mi There is no sex in it. But It is (a nlneteenth-century

novel. It's courtly, it's deliberate, it's amused with its

time and its place. It entertains itself with the antics of

Its hero. The notion of personality is somewhat charm i ng =-be--

jraiLse it is taken for granted that these are all very fine and

substantial people. When all is said they may be m> to their
I

shenanigans, but finally\*we know t;. t it's all going to turn
JTif

out well in the end. It hoc that restrained merriment of the

early ninetheenth century picaresque novel.

Li And you have an author who is commenting, who intrudes

occasionally and sums up what's going to happen to our hero

tomorrow. "Little did he know," little Thackeray touches.

Mi And he virtually puts capitals on his nouns.

Li If Arm!es of the Might is a nineteenth-century novel, how

would you describe Execut 1 oner' s Song? What kind of novel is that?

I mean, it's a novel.

M: I think Executioner's Song is a very conventional novel.

It's fault is not that it is not a novel but that it is a very



conventional novel. There are people who would say "there

are other ways to have done the life of Gary Gilmore. You

chose the most pedestrian way of doing it."

Roll 3 Take 2

Li Wilfred Sheed once sal d been—in—aF>--essay—,

»«!iii that as writers get older^ especially ge«d>
Cl

they continue to grow, change^ take on new styles, but they
A

may not necessarily keep up with what's going on around them.

Have you felt any of that?—-Especially in the 70's?

Mi Oh, J-f-eit a great deal, of it; The 70's are a blank for
' A'C-e&e.

roe, I don’t know what happened in the—rff-s. ^-infelt in close

touch with the 60's, I thought I understood the ^0' s fairly
, \Z ~ rT~ 1'1

well. Maybe Ztn fact} I even did. But in the 70 * s ..T Jue< fol t

as if everything had gotten away from me. 1 didn't feel at all

close to young people anymore. I remember I'd go out lecturing

in the early 70's and didn't understand college audiences

any longer. They seemed apathetic, where in the past audiences

in-the-60's would be reacting to what I was saying. The his­

tory of the 70's was a blank. Nixon, Ford and Carter made up

a series of particularly dull presidents for me. People

^agazlne, I think, was the greatest phenomenon of the 70's, j^e ■

-hegan—to take over the country. Televisi on,certainly took

-ev-er-tdre~conntry; I hated the 70's. -I_ literal-ly don’ t know

■-whether—my lack of touch with the 70's,... I mean I certainly
■ ■'

had the feeling rwhat Sheed was talking about that -Ihfi getting

older and in certain ways lAm-getting better as a writer, but



really know’very little about the present. I

to this day whether it is my fault or  the fsuit,,,o£-JAs_Z01 s..
■H-e 7d!Sc^ * J L

I don’t think Itls a decade that one can get tremnndouaUE-

attached to. W-ros like the 50’s. If^^reu fall in love-wi th—■

someone in the 70’s, you might have sentimental memories thatr< \ Away, but certainly not for the period. On the other hand,
The Executi oner's So'hg I felt was very much a book of the 70' s.

But, of course, that was not a book that came out of my own

imagination so much as from found material. In a certain sense

it is a collage of found material.

Li — You’ve-al-s-o.-tal-k-ed—about in The Deer lark, and in other

places, about "time dynamic and time potential." I try to connect

that wi th of things you've said about the 70’ sa—The-?0J-s

—were sort of a dead time. Time wasn’t really happening. There

jias-no movement in the country. Would you compare it to the

—5'0' s in that respect?

M: Except, yes, except ’ t was worse than the 50's. My—i-dea

-of .an exciting time 1 s when ydu have a time when people are
‘ 1 /

ready to die for an idea. Then you have a vital time, ‘

a memorable time, a time that

when people are not ready to die for any idea around. I think

memories. Then you have periods

that is the operative definition of the 70's. There wasn’d?'

one idea that anybody

the most powerful set

would die for. Women's liberation was
A

of ideas in the 70's^ed I have yet to 

meet the woman who is

possible exception of

ready to die for her ideas with the

that -wemun' who shot Andy Warhol. But
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other than that, you, know thosfe-gAr/Ls were real- to--igh, but
■/^,cr5 e «? / r li

none of them yrere~dyi ng on the barricades were they? in ttle

50’s there were people who were willing to die for their Ideas,
I v 1 / • 1 •^■'7

but they were ail patriots.. T>re.y Eranted to die In Korea,

_i-hey wanted to die to fight Communism. They never knew what

Communism was, never knew that Communism was just as benighted

as American canltal1sm. They thought there was something

wonderful about Communism and that it had to be fought be­

cause otherwise it was going to win everything in sight. They
C xftzk J

didn’t understand that they wereAsame messed-up bastards that

we are. Exceut that they had an even more oppressed system
, and were less able to do anything about it. But, L-mean-,- / /•

/. people were ready to die to -f-lght_ Communi sm in the 50’s. In

< the 70’s we didn’t even have that.

Li You said if any decade could ever kill a writer, the 50’s

almost killed me. Now you're saying the 70's may have been

worse.

M: Well I think the 70's almost killed America. Nixon's

great crime In my mind was not Watergate. Watergate was the

kind of crooked thing that any number... I’m certain when vie

-learn the true history of our rerlod, I'm sure every American

p^sident had operations going on. nose, to some

d-®ga^eo=-und er hts covert knowledge, with or without his covert

knowledge, that would rival Watergate. When you have a

powerful secret service like the CIA, as-n—nowerfitl-espl-onage-

ageney.,—they are not going to sit around. —You*ve- got a-.-lot
uZP G Ce>

/of highly principled, highly determined, highly motivated men,
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tho#r’i«n JTUt“'^Vi"CT? sir around and 'io nothing. They have

all the tools, all the apparatus, they have all the naranoia

they need to go out and pull real capers. S-e—o f ■■■c ou r se—t.h at

was LUJBg done under every I.H'Wl'tlent. I always felt the—®act

that IMxumNJji.i luhui by Watergate, in other BWW, L’HtTTT

was a set-up and he fell into it. A trap -Has- TadlT~ror hint

and Jae fell for-it. But Nixon's crime in my mind was that

he didn't end the war in Vietnam when he could have, which was
. , tin/

in‘£2 or 69. «4jj» protracted it all those years. And that's
? U'b/U (X.

one of the things that truly k.l,14ed-—country. The country

morally had come to the recognition by'68 that the war in
> S

Vietnam, had to end. When people go through a moral revolution

and they decide that theywant to move from bad conscience to

good consci ence, nothing is more punishing, more-cruel and

finally more likely to render that person apathetic than to

■have to make their wait for four years or for many years or a

- ...long period to carry out that act of good conscience. ■ And.

that’s—what Nixon did to America. ’'erely to build his own

fortunes.- That was a lost cause. No matter '.'hen we rolled

'■opt of Vietnam, it was goinr to b“ a disaster. Everybody

knew-that.. But he protracted it and protracted it and pro-

t-racted it because he wanted to make himself look good for ’ 72

His vast majority in '72 came in part because of the four

years he spent getting out of Vietnam.

"ti ' Do you think then that the 80's, after the dead time of

the 70’s, do you think we are gol-iov to have the same kind of

counter-culture, reaction against the establishment that was
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their)?,

our little

moves an

establls

a f§w years \in the 60's, they'v<= really been unchallenged.

profound and serious. The time to

ent, Isn't It funny, ho, ha" Is long gone. What

the establishment has done, because with the exception of

have our fun with the establishment--Jfeo> at that

1 I hope not. I m^an I hore we get Into somethingMi W

although it never -really got anywhere, in the 5°’

much m

I’m talking npw about the cornorate establishment of America.

We suffer from it in a thousand ways. We suffer ffom it with

the most hideous archltecture 1n the history of the world.

This arch!tecture has been exported. It doesn't matter

which major Euronean city you go to. For that matter you can

go to New Delhi. or Moscow or I'm sure you can go to Peking 

very soon and you'll ■find the same hideous buildings. They 

speak of the very emntiness of emotional, human and spiritual 

content of the 20th century, those buildings. They sneak 

of the fact that we don't have craftsmen any longer the wav 

we used to, that we don't have peonle who are serious about

the environment that provide for the people who are living

among them. They sneak of the adulteration in aesthetics.

Lt So /all the counter-culture of the 60's didn't really make a

dent in that?

Mi It certainly didn't ma^e any effective dent. in—-t-hc—onward.

jovameat—ofJ tbe corpoix.il on. The corporation has become more

and more powerful, mor.o and .more nrayalenb„ It—aentrols more

and more. It f-1 . it adulterates ^nd. lowers

the.standard of living. We used to have roads where neople 

corpoix.il
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could--t-ravel-ttowj--those-roae5s, fl.rat oa foot ?nd by horse,

-then- by ~a~r i an.d_._f innllv by car. They could have an In­

teresting trip. Now wp slTt-ll-niOvb-superhighways , ’ Lut

■ we're virtually carried down these superhighways. They're

*jnpno.tonous.. 'tfven the most beautiful landscape is rendered
jD-ut.f up’ . ,

monotonous by a superhighway. We^u^M^hfe&e buildings that

are absolutely faceless, without decoration, without character,

with flat roofs. We adulterate our food. The average food,

not only in America by now, because we export this crap, the

average food all over the world is b°cominpr more and more

tasteless, more tortured.

Li TV.

Mi TV adulterates human relations. TV does the same thing

to human relations that frozen food does to real food. All

of this is the blight of corporate can!talism. Corporate

capitalism is a blight on the world, a blight quite equal to

Soviet Communism.

L: So when you said back sometime in the 50's, "There's a

shit storm coming." The shit storm hasn't really...

Mi There wasn’t enough of a shit storm. Finally the storm

never reached the working class. The Marxists talked all that

time about the working class being reached. The working class

was never reached. And of the reasons they were never reached

is something that nobody ever talks about much. But,in fact,

the working class has worked for the corporation and the cor­

poration proved more adaptable than anyone expected. The 

corporation realized, because of Marx, because of Marx's message
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the corporati on could also read and they decided that the

real danger was In the working class and the one thing they

were going to be certain of Is that the working class was

made nart of corporate life and they were.

Li Jerry Rubin Is now working f6r them.

M.i Well he’s waking on Wall Street. He's still an Individual

entrepreneur, heht

L: I lost a little respect for him when I found out he was

an investment banker. But the unions certainly have been

tied In for a long time. They're wired right in, the UAW's

wired right in to the corporation. I can see what you mean

by that.

Mi No, they all are. They were coopted.

Roll b Take 1

Li -Norman, lb 19^4 you suggested the election of Barry

-Goldwater might sharpen and clarify the conflict between right

and left. Do you think the election of Reagan might have-

„,.t he.. same - ef f e c t-?

Mi I -think it's going to have a lot of effect on the lert.

I—hope it will, It should. When we talk of the left, I'm not

. talking of the extreme or ultra left, I'm talking really about

the—l-Uaeral left, that i s the le^t wing of the Democratic party.

I've felt for a long time that liberalism is absolutely bank­

rupt ^4rt_Amerlca. I think it was trying to do something, let's

say from Roosevelt on, that was unique in human affairs.



WhlCh'lP/all human society up to that point had been built

the society c-on-

top

A e> *1
more or less on the l-.doa that everythin# In

-t-r4-ba*ired toward bringing the surulus to the
A?/ .

people were going to waste resources, i t wcnffd be the people

at the top.who would waste the resources. In other words,
f

the people at the top wM work less than their share. All

soci etl esx were built on that; whether they were monarch! es,-^v"

WtaetJw? they were early bourgeois republics, that wiij till!**

way- i-t-was dune.- Then the Sovi et Uni on came along and t-h?_re
^4/ If llift-f U^tlL-4 -/b

■was--an attempt to do the reverse of that-.- If there was going
> A - y.

to be anything wasted, It would be wasted ideallv 1” -g-tvlng -

a~~greatdeal to people who were totally underprlvi leged .
/^***<x

That”'ISSVggf^fwTa-year or two and then iyhey very quickly went

(ihto a system where again the higher you rose In the society,

the more you got of what Marx called surplus value but what I

would call waste--you knew, excessive emoluments.

Now when liberalism camp along, that Is,the New Deal

liberalism of Roosevelt, what it attempted to do--wa~ to not

only take care of the top, which they didn’t really try to do

too much to, but also to pay off the bottom, to lubricate

the bottom, #0 give a share of this surplus-, this waste to

the bottom. Let’s say since the Second World War, and par-—.
-

-tlcularly since, the blacks began to achieve some of their

liberties, out of the great guilt many Americans felt from-

what had been done to black people for two hundred years or

A Large part of the surplus -began to go down to the blacks 

more, a decision was made to ameliorate the black condition.
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stQ//
amfr thio iMtrp-lH-s'-'l!iJltT*^Biil down to the blacks was not a tenth
of the amount that Ite being wasted '.till at. the top. -“-But- A

/ ' 7©
America had become the first society on a major scale that

(t t A-f
hath erupted to pay off the top and the bottom, allow! ng the middle

/A- C.CrU. k'Sf’J / '
to support «tefcig. .- Nov; the middle had no cause for complaint.

"Seemse fhey had chosen the middle# Limy lwtttnCT!OWUll ClTg mlil'^lo"
Av

because the security was there. Bu"t~°tn-"fact the onus of paying

■£cr—t-h-ls was on them. So it created vast resentment toward the

bottom. Given the nature of corporate capitalism, most of

the efforts in the communication media kept people from being
\i '' Qi '

able to recognize at—all' that the true enesy3 was still at the
top. AH the j^sentment was focused down toward the bottom.

Corporate capitalism succeeded, I believe, in convincing

Americans that the Democratic Party was wasteful-," that 'they
I* g fe k 3

<were support! ng people who didn’t work, and that was very true.
_ p»<" ■ 4f -■ v -s
ihere were a lot of neople in blac> areas who were not working,

V- Vl' < '' tv-- * Ct '• W >
who were ripping off welfare. But they weren’t a tenth of

the patch et.p®jpk-who were ripping off American society at
/✓J

the top. When you take the incredible waste in American society

/'' from the top right down to the middle, in terms of all the

1 needless work and waste--and .-rpcndinr that goes into <rl,l,"TTur
/■’
W products that don’t need ■it', like sbjjp.1 automobiles that.

I -are^interchangable. When we think of the cost? of products

. todays-do we realize how much that just goes into the waste of5

surrounding these products with romantic and sentimental
we

appurtenances, .that they-’-re not enti tled to. You know/don ' t

have to love our soap. Maybe we have to love our automobile, 



23

tut we certainly don't have to love any number of basic pro-
c-Ljl < y ii

ducts that have no quality to them .becaaaser the money that
-f-4/1/

could go into increasing the quality, goes instead into

eompe-t-ing with other producers to have more public relations, 

more advertising, more communications, more air in the product.

\G-lyen all this, what I'm trying to get toward is that the

left, the Democratic left, has to take a long look at what

their programs have been. Because historically what is true

Is that the blacks were getting payoffs. In effect, there

was no real attempt to administer welfare in any serious
r\ I t Uj 4 < (t i j

-fashion. But that on the contrary, there ins a tacit agreement 

between Black Power and liberal power; Whi eh-i-s, "You guys^og

keep the ghettos relatively quiet; and the money will keep

coming in." Jind the American public threw that oTTtf. The

largest resentment they felt for the last ten years, it's been
H-

building all through the 70's, is those blacks are getting

away with murder. They are not working and they're getting

too much, of.-what wo de, Reagan came in on that wave. What
.>■
the—Democratic left now has to do is to start looking at the

uiilui'lTTW' the problem and how to solve it.

Roll 4-Take 2-----  _ -----  _
Mi You know when I was running for mayor in'69, a lot of

people took utj> aside end said, "Look, welfare is the biggest

single problem in New York.; The blacks are ripping off welfare

Why don't you go up there and talk to some of themt b-e-cau-s-e

rCc>u-(sf
f you can/work out somethi ng wit+i=them that looks like it
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makes a little sense, that-'.e your "best chance to show people

you*Te 'Ser-l-ous that you are doing something the other candi­

dates are not doing. Maybe you'll have a chance to draw—a-.

Lot—of__rotes,.and get into real contention." So Breslin and I

went up to Harlem and met some mothers who represented a

Harlem welfare organisation. I—remember Pone blac^ woman got

.cn-a-n-d—she-s-aid-, "Mrs. Richbucks over on Park Avenue, she

says I'm taking my welfare check and I'm riding around in a

Cadillac and you know what I say, I say 'fuck her.' My Cadillac

is five years old and I have a.lot of trouble meeting the pay­

ments on it^and she's riding around in a brand new Cadillac."

She-'went—on—nltn this-thing and said-r^Mrs. Richbucks over

on Fifth Avenue says I've been married three times and I got

18 children and I'm drawing welfare for each one of them and

I only got 13 children and L'm ripping off the government and

I say, ’fuck her.' I may be lying about that five children,

but I got the other 13 to take care of and I have been married

three times. Mrs. Richbucks over on Fifth Avenue she don't

have to get married because she's got lovers all over the

place and furs and diamond rings." She went on and on like

that and finally ■sire glared at me and she said, "Look, we

want our share of the waste." And I thought, "Madam, your

argument is unanswerable." I walked out of there and Jeanie

back to headquarters and I said, "Fellows, we got no welfare

program." Because I knew -it was absolutely true. We weren't

■going- to- have a welfare program. We weren't going to be able 

to go in there and say to ithe black peonle, "Please stop 



25

taking things that you are not entitled to." „And (they would

look a-tsjj-s right back and say, *We*re ’ t'SftTBff •wrmt~weKre not

entitled to -and Vihat about the ri ch people at the top who

are taking ten times as much?" I think thnt this is the key
the g . /<* * ’17

problem that/Democratic pary has got to face. Whi eh-W~that

they are truly Interested in having a country in which every­

body has equal onnortunity or something roughly approaching
K«>'( -

that. To get to—we'Tn 1 got to re-think every single

aspect of American politics and American life. We—got—bp

start thinking radi cally, but not in the old radical way of

"Let’s rally the workers." I mean that is crap beyond crapf
p __
by novf^ 'It’s as if America is one vast, middle-class consumer

fLc . u'< 1 M
nation. Things failed in the 60’s because f-dnadly what you

had were middle class troops Sr, the revoluti on wasn’ large

enourh,. it wasn-Lt_thougM out and was hysterical because ;Lhese

middle class troops were terrified by- being put in jail, beaten

up, killed. Four of them

the 80’s, what we’ve got

finally were at Kent State. Here, in’ 

to de is truly try to get into *53 Om 2

absolutely new ways of looking at politics.

Li Do you think Reagan might be a trigger?

Mi I think...Let’s leave Reagan to the side for the moment.

Apart from whether Reagan is a good president or a bad one, I

can see where Reagan conceivably could end up being not that

bad a president in the sense that if the American economy,

which is most mysterious, doesn't keep getting worse and worse,

as I think it^will, but starts taking some real turns for the

better, and certainly if Reagan goes into heavy armament
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\ spending, we’re going to have a false prosperity for a verlod,

although with a lot of inflation, but nonetheless I cart see

where Reagan might seem no worse than Eisenhower. There

might be a relatively benign administration for four years.

I suspect it’s going'to be much worse than that because I

don’t think he can do it. Ithink the economy is going to

get worse and worse. At that point to fight the inflation

he is going to start cutting off aid to the cities.

Li Something has got to mobilize the left of the Democratic

Party.
—S2>

I think there—Is a peri od of a year or two where the

left really ought to look s= gojrrg^on=drr^Airieri can Ilf e.
< I. ''

■J- think there are new ways to go at it that haven't even been

tried. For instance,I think it would be marvelous if somebody

came along and said they were running for the President on a
; s <- •ai-ST-

single tax program JLike the old Henry George program. Except I'l

it wouldn’t be on land. They would say there would be.no

income tax, no state tax, there would be just one tax. WaJ-H-

“'rax just one thing. Plastics. The happiness that would send

through American life.

^goll 5 Take 1_

..Mi You’d have people who would come ground and say, "I love

^ plastics." My nightmare is that wnaybe by now 70 percent of the
a. \

American public love plastics, that they would fight to the

death for the right to use plastics. So the-next noint t-hat

I’m making i s'wouli-have to have, r^fjerendums on this.
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Why not have people vote on what they want their taxation

to consist of.’V

Wh'ftt--wonldT't he'-<> i >t 1 on s be ?

Mi I don’t know. In other words, you might have to do a

great deal of exploration—bo find out what It is that people

detest the most. My guess is that if you really started

asking Americans what things they detest most In the life
C'f Ilf >--

around them, you would find that it’s plastics. Mow 2'- f you found

that, then you could really start a large campaign to put

a heavy tax upon- o-la.atics. So. that at a certain mint plastics

would begin to disappear. Which means that the,quality of

life would begin to improve. Because there is no quest! on
$ icoLj

in my mind that plastics debase the quality of 11re. You can

be a wealthy man living in a wealthy house, but if everything
t . ■ ■ • ,

in your house is made of plastic, you’re living in a cold

tomb, It’s—a repellent tomb,—It's far more repellent than

living in a tomb that's made of marble. You're living in a 

tomb of artificial marble. At a certain point if you kept 

taxing plastics and nobody wanted them, plastics would dis­

appear out of human affairs. We would be in another era.

Now at that point you might say what would you get the tax

from next? Television. Tax television sets to the skies.

I' ' d have.At this point — obviousl;
_ j j la.

t-o—start’vo'cj ng. )rhe n. of political campaigns would

that you- would have the party that wished to put-.-thc brunt—

-—of—taxation-en* land, or on corporations, or on frozen foods. / --

The—etralogi’st^av that noinl, instead of being people who are
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'-essentially hamstrung r>r>d effectively politically wiped out

because they are dependent upon something that ecologically

is odious—which is large powerful government. Large power­

ful government is by its nature antithetical to real ecological

needs. But yet the ecologists are caught in the raradox of

having to anneal to government always to enforce actions

 against--the-C-ornoretl on s < Tf instead of depending unon gov-

___ernment, jf the people have the Instruments w-5 tj'r—;;h-i-eh to vote

against those- elements in the ecology they consider onerous
/<t tfA e (<" ' —i

and have those be the elements that are taxed most highly.
C i-Vf

■Those- elements would begin to disappear without government

intervention. Merely beeaus-o—they would -be priced out of the

market. Wtart you could have thcn-ls a purification process

that might be able to run- through all of American society, r6 r
■

■I_±hlnk American society at this point is absolutely glutted

with all kinds of wasteful'act! cnc. In other words there is

ascertain point what coula you rut the taxes on? -Any product '

that advertises itself would have to pay a higher tax than a

product that doesn't advertise itself-; Which Would open up

all sorts of opportunities for small business,  What -I-’m
JAV© ulf ' t
gettl.ngatfinally is that the left would do well to look into

■is that instead of paying lip service to small business, which 

■wtheJlem&cratlc left has been doing, and then opting immediately
p. •. Lp !: ;

for every big government solution they can find, 'if they re-
Ct Ay

cognize that big government Is truly the enerny.^ that just be-

tOause_corporate capitalism 1essaying that big government is

■ ■ .the enemy, doesn't mean that corporate capitalism is wrong.
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They cari be right about something too. And the one thing

they’re right about 1 a t-.w big- government is the enemy. So

-iscorporate capitalism. But 

begin to form- around the concept that the economy an-d—the

CourTtry has got to be flushed cut of .Its waste.

Li Reagan's going to increase the glut. He's- got ng td 

jche Democratic left

give big business tneir way.

M: Oh, I think he is an open Invitation to big business to

take more of a grab. He-didn’t get 1;; because he’s a true

conservative. He got in because big business saw him as the

-best boy to give them even more, a richer part of the pie.

It staggers me how corporate capitalism, big business, is

endlessly greedy. They’re even greedier than they need to be

for their own good.

L: Weil, he had big business behind him. He also had a lot

of” -fundamentalists, the Moral Majority; that's another strain.

He doesn't know how greedy they are compared to big business.

Mi I don't think they are greedy, I think what they feel...

There's the strain of right and proper living on the one hand

and individualism on the other. The Bible in your left hand

and your gun in the right hand. That we don't have to get

into. I think that finally is going to be a strain in American

life right xiown to the end. I think America could go through

fifty-eight changes and yet at the end of it you would still

have a powerful trenchant minority who held to the Bible and

/Field to the gun.



Lf Teddy Kennedy is the one that’s going to be the titular

ruler now of the Democrat}c Party.

M,i I think there is some possibility that he will be oren

not necessarily to these ideas I Just expressed, but that he

will be open to new solutions. Because liberalism as such

is dead. 1 think it's true that if Teddy Kennedy had gotten

elected with the program that he was arguing for and had

attempted to carry it out, he would have had to increase in­

flation at a great rate. He had to be aware of the problem- .

and I think he felt if he could get elected he could deal

with it because he could bring good people in. Nobody should

ever expect a politician to be held accountable for the ideas

he runs on. Some marvelous politician once said that if

politicians only offered the electorate those programs they

could carry out, nobody would ever pret elected.

L: Do you think Kennedy is flexible enough to really listen

to new solutions? The Democratic Party has always been feuding.

I have no faith in the Democratic Party to get together and

forget the New Deal.

Mj / Well it’s the only party we’ve got.



Roll 6 Take 1 Boat on KBnlgsee

Li Gilmore wasn’t probably as aware of the inner negotia­

tions of evil as Faye was. I mean Faye knew what he was doing.

Mt Yes, well, Gilmore in a certain sense is a simple fellow.

The French are so impressed at how complex he is, and how

intelligent he is. It's interesting, they’ve got such a low

view of criminals, even despite Genet, that they are truly

Impressed with Gilmore. I mean, if you compare Gilmore to

Genet, Gilmore is a clod.

L: But the French have a great love of criminals too. They

love Poe, Baudelaire, anybody with a criminal mentality.

Mi Yes, well it's such a regularized society. I mean Paris

is so daf e I can’t tell you. I can't remember being in a city

where the feeling of being secure is so great that it's boring.

Li Like Munich?

Mi Yes, but Munich is not a big city the way Paris is. Paris

is congested. There's an opportunity for rising tempers in

Paris. Everybody is so pressed together and yet it is so

relaxed.

Li Not like in New York?

Mi I mean New York has such an impact. And people are al­

ways sliding off people. You walk down the street and you can

have ten eye encounters a day that pushed to their limit could

get bad.

Li But that sense or dread and excitement that you get in

New.York city, you don't have that in Paris?/
Mt No.
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Li The feeling that you don’t know what's going to happen

in the next bar or around the next corner, that’s not there

In Paris at all?

Mi I never felt it. But then, of course, I'm not a bar

hopper in Paris. Who could afford to be a bar hopper at six

bucks a throw? I guess it's not that bad. It's cool if

you're buying your own drinks. But what if your buying two

other people’s drinks? Or pick un the tab for a party of four?

Li Aren't there any local bistros?

M: You have to drink the local juice. Cognac is awful

tough to take for a night.

Li Vln ordinaire?

Mi It can be good, but I'm not a wine drinker. Anyway I am

—not a drinker any longer. I have to keep reminding myself.

Li That's the strangest thing that you've stopped drinking.

You haven't really measured the impact of not drinking upon

your writing habits yet?

M: No. T-Lve~-sald this to a few people. But not drinking is

peculiar, because I’ve never been psychoanalyzed.. B’Zt—i-have-a

Reeling that when you stop drinking after drinking for thirty

years as I have, it's the next thing to being psychoanalyzed.

Because my idea of myself keeps changing everyday and I'm

.reloeating my personality. It's as if I'm remaking my per­

sonality. So--that I’m much more adaptable in certain ways and

JLLm more resigned in other;ways'. Precisely what happens in

psychoanalysis.

Li But you've been remaking your personality for years.
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/- J ~
Mi Yes, but at least I have some touch with the old identity.

A.s if there were a roadmap in my mind. Now I feel as if a

helicopter picked me up and tars deposited me in a new place.

_Now_-everyday when F-travel, all I’m doing is leaving this

new—point erf departure anehgroing ftac’- to "iff. The next day

I travel in another direction, 1 t-'-rr ac-4f ' i n st ead of travel

ing^I’m now reconnoi teri ng--i f we're going to use a metapho^ on

how I feel abouththe shift in identity. It's a most peculiar

sensation.

L: Can you compare it to when you were fasting? When you

were fasting, you told me that you were getting new ideas

about yourself all the time. Your body was changing, being

flushed out.

M: Yes, but fasting was boring. I never really had anything

remotely resembling a spiritual experience when I fasted.

When I fasted for twenty days, the most salient event was a

terrible attack of the gout.

Lt You need forty days.

Ms No, that was twenty. Oh, you need forty days? They say

something like thirty is the... Twenty miles into a twenty-six

mile marathon you hit the wall, they say. So somewhere about

day thirty you go through a set of spiritual changes, but I

wasn't Interested in that. I was interested in losing weight

and that worked. But it was boring. Letting my head idle,

it was a great rest for my brain. I didn't have a thought for

iwenty—days,- except occasionally I think of f oo’d ; -

-'Li—'Whatwas your- impetus to quit drinking?



Mi I don’t know. -I wanted'to lose some weight and I saw a

four-day diet and y started it. The-diet worked. I lost seven
Le> < h Q-f~~

pounds in four davs and I—hadn-t-t—-had a drink for four days, and

I felt fairly good. So I thought I won’t go back t-e?~d-ri-rik-^-be-

ceutse—T—ll-puU the-"urids right back on. After about three

weeks I realized I liked being without booze. It was probably

the first time in thirty years I hadn’t been dri nking^ and Al f e

was interesting. Certain things were better than they had

ever been. Things that were important to me were better than

they had ever been. My personal life felt smoother and nicer

and richer, oddly enough, to use that awful word. That word

that covers a multitude of sins. I kept not drinking and 

^after awhile it got tn he truly interesting in terms of numbers.

I hadn’t had- a drink for th-ree months, I hadn't had a drink for 

—tour months. Now 1-think I'm probably calculating not to have

a drink for a year. And then maybe go back an-d get drunk once

a week or something.

L: Um. interested in the relationship to writing. You've

done some writing since you've stopped drinking.

Mi -Yes.,.  but mostly editing. Not the kind of writing where

you'arein it day after day. Slogging away. I have the feeling
US 1 ■

I may be writ!ng -better than—t hopt—l—ri llL And

‘jiy this is true, if I'm writing better than I ever have bef.ore,

xj7iore,^energy than I've ever had before, then T-'r going to maybe

never go back^^etzdtrknking.

Li Is there a chance though when you're not drinking and

you're writing that you're just going to be on a plateau?
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Mi It is''boring 1f it is a plateau. You're usually best

off when your inner state is the opposite or what you're

writing about\ If you're writing about events of great violence

and soul suffering, you don't have to do it the way Dostoevsky

did. You're better off almost if you’re writing in a great

calm. I've found\that. You get nsyched up to a certain

intensity while yod're writing. It comes out of the nature of

working when you are writing. Writing 1s always Intense be­

cause you're living ih the nan'c that you're going to forget

the next thought. That's Intense enough.

Li So it's a certain kind of calm because you’ve also said

that when you're depressed you do a lot of good writing.

Mi Yes, I like to work in a mild depression and lift out of

it just long enough to get the writing done. Then sink back

into that depression. I find that if I have to write for a

month or two on a long stretch of a novel, that I get more

done that way tha^ any other way.

Li You've written when you've had handovers, no doubt?

Mi No, I can't iS the handover is too bad. I never wrote

on booze. I knew when I'd finish writing, I'd have the

reward. The reason I might not be able to do serious writing

without drink 1s that there would be no reward at the end of

the day. That's the trickiest part of not drinking. It's

fascinati ng.

Li You did do that famous last sentence of The Deer Park.

Mt That was on mescaline.

Li And that was a gift?
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Mi The sentence? Yes, I have the feeling that it wouldn’t

have come without having taken the mescaline. Of course it

didn't do the book \any good. Generations of readers by now-

have said, "What the hell does he mean by that idiotic last

line: 'Sex is time and time is the connection of new circuits?

Li It's a line to b£ pondered. I've pondered that line for

years. \

M: I susnect it's my heritage that two hundred years from

now, that the equivalent of electronic engineers will discover

the nature of time and lo and behold it's the connection of

new circuits, and at that point they'll take my old moldy grave
\

and levitate it three feet above the ground shine the equivalent

of a few la<2;er beams on it and everybody will look at their

television sets and say, "Oh, yes, that was a very wise old

man two hundred years ago."

Li What's mescaline like? I hear that it ruts yon in a sort

of primeval state? Peonle have told me. I have never had it.

Mi Primeval is the word. I felt blissful for about a half

hour. I felt true bliss? I know what true bliss is. I felt

absolutely relaxed and my spirit was rosy I felt washed

in the tenderest waters of sex. Although I wasn't in any

kind of sexual act at the time. I felt that wonderful tender­

ness. It was a nice feeling like after lovemaking has been

truly happy. It was of that order but far beyond it. You

could hear a chorus of angels'volces,as Collie Munshin says

I love that line of Munshin's: "I hear a chorus of angels'

voices, only not full of shit."
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L: He w«s one of your great comic characters.

Mi Well, Collie to the side, the thing 5s on mescaline that

was the feeling for a half hour. And then It went away. The

worst hangover I’ve ever had In my life followed. It was

so bad I’ll never go to mescaline again. I don't want that

bliss if I have to nay for it with a three-day hangover. I

felt as if my liver had been kicked around by a platoon of

marines. As if my liver had become a football.

L: Is that when you went to Mexico and your liver was

bothering you badly?

Mr It was in that period. It was after I came back from

Mexico and my liver had been recovering and I guess that

mescaline wiped it out again for a three-dav period. It was

just the most awful... Now I hadn't done anything, you under­

stand, but I felt like dirt. I relt the way somebody who's

respectable would feel 1f they had been in a truly sordid orgy

and woke up with flashes and images of all the thlngs that

haopened. Except in this case, it was soulful in the worst

sense of the word. I was full of the damage I had done my soul.

I was very aware, I'm not often aware that I have a soul as

such, I y/as very aware that I did during these three days of

the hangover that followed the mescaline. I felt as if I out­

raged eternal things in myself. I was nrofoundly depressed.

I've never been as depressed in my life.

Li When did the line come? The one in The Deer Park?

Mr Oh, in the beautiful half hour.

L: You were thinking about the book?
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Mi No, I wasn't thinking about the book. The book had been

on my mind and I felt a last line somewhere !n the offing and

didn't have it. I remember I used the line, something about

"the tree of a pencil and the bed of a notebook." I remember

reaching over as if I were reaching a great distance and

picked up a pencil. That was very difficult. It was very

unbeautiful to nick up this pencil. And I ricked it up and

brought it over. My notebook seemed, to be vulgar about it,

like a kingsj*feed bed. And this great tree of a pencil came

down. And I wrote each word as if I were discovering how to

writer It was so marvelously portentous.

Holl 7 Take 4-

Li The architecture looks a little strangely Russian, doesn't

it?

M: Actually, if you had mescaline in you, that marvelous

church with those two onion balls probably would loot like a

suburban ranch house in Scarsdale. Or the Taj Nahal?

Li Like the Taj Mahal more likely. I'm assuming that mescaline

always improves things.

Mi Always improves.

Li Well, it's a scene that Emerson could apnreciate,or Thoreau

Roll £ Ta>e 2

Lt You know Aristotle said that the only sure sign of genius

was the ability to create great metaphor.

Mi I'd say th§ ability to create great metaphor indicates a 
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sound talent, a large talent, but not genius. Although, I

don't know. Metanhor 5s an equation. When you say I see God

in the yellow, you're saying God is equal to th° yellow in

this painting. That's an equation. Maybe great metaphors

show the ability to see extraordinary relations in nature.

At least they give evidence of a penetration of genius into

the mystery. I think a good way to approach the idea of genius

is how far into the mystery of things do you penetrate? Cer­

tainly one measure of genius is always the difficulty of the

achievement. I don't think you can point to a genius who had

an easy achievement.

Li Freud might appreciate that thought. A penetration into

the unconscious.

Mi I haven't thought of Freud today, but you know we are

virtually in his bailiwick, aren't we? Just a mile on t’’o

from Austria?

Roll 9 Take 1.

Li Morman, Alfred Kazin has that marvelous metanhor about

your style. He said you're as rond of your style as an Italian

tenor is of his vocal chords. But if he were talking about

a book like Execution er's Seng, the metanhor wouldn't work

because your style has changed so much. You've moved from

mode to mode and nobody can seem to find, a metanhor to match

it.

Mi I think on the Executi oner1s Song they could have said,

"Mailer is as fond of his style as a marathoner is of his legs."
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Roll 8 Take 2

Li Can you think of a metanhor that would somehow capture

the enormous number of shifts and changes in your style over

thi.ry years of writing?

Mi No.

Li There isn't one to capture It?

Mi I don’t have one at my finger tips.

Li I don't think any of the critics do either. A great

difficulty trying to capture you. As soon as they think they’ve

got you in a metanhor, you're off on something new. Has this

got anything to do with your personal life? The changes in

your own life? I'm thinking of Picasso's life.

Roll 8 Take 3

Li Norman, you have said many times that you are looking

forward to the age of 60. What kind of threshold is that

for you?

M: I don't think it is the threshold that appeals to me

so much as that I hate the sound of 50. I’ve always had this

■funny attachment to even numbers and this uneasiness if not

detestation of odd numbers. I was hanny in my twenties, in

my forties, and I look forward being hapny in my sixties.

I was miserable in my thirties end my fifties have been not

quite so exciting as my forties. Probably because I was forty

in the Jgdxties and. I-was fifty in the 'seventies and the Seventies

was not an exciting or attractive decade, to my anyway,

politically sneaking, I look forward to the /eighties, I think 

that may be when I'm in my sixties.



41

Roll 8 Take J

Lt That will be the time when some of the large work you’ve

been working on for years—we'll see portions of that in the

eighties»

M: I don’t think I’m thinking practically. It's move just

a matter of numbers. Haven't you ever noticed how people

you hear a telephone number and it’s an attractive telephone

number or it is a disagreeable telephone number? I’ve actually

said to people once in a great while, "My, you have a nice

telephone number." I'm not at .all a rfumerologi st or anything

of that sort; I tend to distrust numerologists much more than

astrologists.

Li The idea of being 62 whenever it will be, has some appeal?

M: Certain numbers anneal to me more t'^an others. 64 is a

better number to me than 62. I think it comes from childhood

when you're learning the multiplication table and certain

combinations had a certain beauty to them. 8 times 8 is 64;

that's rather nice. 2 times 2 times 2 makes 8. Children,

long before they realize such functions as exponent! allty,

have a sense of it already. The sense there is something

mysterious about the number 2. 2 times 2 is 4 times 2 is 8

times 2 is 16 and so forth. They sense that evens are built.

on 2. You can go into it more.and more and more. I never

cared to. I always felt, leave numbers alone. But they do

hnve their attractions and their miseries for me. I look for­

ward to being sixty. I detested becoming fifty.
-----------—' ~

Li The thought of retirement from/active life of writing is

not something you're considering?
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Mi I don’t know If I can ever retire. I've got nine children

(unless one of them strikes it rich and rroves tremendously

generous as far as taking care not only of me and my wife,

but also starts taking care of all the other kids, it seems

to me I’m going to go on working for the next twenty years.

Li There’s no particular thing you want to do when you are

sixty? Take a trip around the world? Go to three world

series in three years or something like that?

M: I think I’d like to have six months of lying fallow and

unwinding I at SO"? nolrrh o T,TQ.Y PeCaUSO the one

trouble with writing year after year after year is you^-try

keep-anythl-ng dogged from getting into your style. Faybe-

you - succeed- and maybe you don’t, but an awful lot that’s

dogged gets into your nervous system. So I feel much more

like a business executive at this noint, so far as my nerves

go, than a writer. When I was younger the beauty of being a

writer is you can indulge long moods, soulful moods. You -can

wander into the recesses of yourself. You—can-search out the.

■—corners of your heart, to be orotund about it. Now, every­

thing is executive. It-*sas i f- -I-’ ve -do.n.n-my—expTori ng and -

-all" T want to do 1s get the work out now. I remember talking

with Henry Kissinger and he said something I didn't forget.

"You know, Mailer, I haven't really had a new idea since I've

been working in Washington. I worked on all the ideas I had

until I came here. Now I'm working too hard and I have no

ideas." I thought, well that's close to my life. I don't

have new ideas, essentially. I'm still working on all the



^3

-Ideas I mined for myself when I was In my thirties and 1-n-

<-jny forties. Now .1 can . use them. I had no trouble wi th The

Executioner's Sony, for instance, because I,thought out a*±

those things. The exploration that Gilmore was making in

his life was one I had made in parallel in mine. > So I didn't
C,rG 7 r’*

have to stop and say, "Is this man right or wrongj”**—As-3-

J-- came across his thoughts In his letters, I’d say to myself,

JLjl&s., I understand that. I-dia^'thoughts much- like that

c ( few years ago." -When I work w my novel about Egypt »t Js-ri’t
I ML 1.1 -

as If I have to discover a .went deal xrself. It's more

a matter or when I started readinv about Egynr, "Hy Lord, there

are so many ways in ’-hl ch those r.eople think the wav I think.

• I—ve-got—to-g-o-baokto them ano wri te about^them." In that

'-s-en-s'e I would like six months to just wander around, 'co sit

in the sun, -to think, -to see if I can still think. I'm really

a machine of production by now. And that's the only thing

I resent in my life. The rest of it, well, I rather like the

way things have turned out. Providence, so called, has not

been too unjust to me.

L: Would you sav that your writing is less of an explora­

tion then it used to be?

M: Yes, it's less of an exploration, I t-i s more of an

occupati on of territories I reconnoitered years avo. Twenty

years ago my mind was so active, I couldn't keen up with it.

I had perceptions of all sorts, of all kinds of endeavor. I

think, not to compare myself, but I think w1 thZo-la the same

occurred to hl=my He spoke about when he was young hl s thoughts

would come so quickly that his hand could not keep up with 
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but that was all rlmht, ‘ww^now his hand could write as

fast as he thought.And i't was the perfect rate. Something of

the same sort has happened to me. Bcewrae."! d a^J-ot of

th-i-n-kln-g--when---I was'-.vounpcr; I now take many oCTihese T’tw’ts

and develop -them, rut leaves on th“ bare branches. It's

satisfying but fct—Ja*»not quite as heady an'V-bhyllHiTg as once

it was. I'm not. as Interesting to myself as I used to be.

L: What about the need for new Ideas, though? Do you still

feel that thirst for new Ideas?

M: No, ’I don't. Because I’ve had so many new Ideas over

the years. I don't speak vaingloriously here, its just that

I had that kind of head. Not that every new idea I had was

good, but I used to have the kind of head that if twenty-five

new ideas didn't pop into my head a day, It was an odd day.

I was not up to myself. Now v°ry often days will go by and

I don't have a new Idea.

Li -But you've got the card r1le of all the old ideas to go

back to.

M: Well, I live with s-11 the old ideas. Part of it 1s natural,

I .mean I don't brood about it because I think that in a way

those ideas were so startling when they first cane to me that

I had to inhabit them, I— had ..to, Live-wi-th them, -f had to grow

up with them. Maybe I'm bragging, but I think I have a coherent

philosophy. I think we could start talking about almost any­

thing and before we were done I think,-sometimes superficially

but nonetheless, I think I could connect anything I'm talking

about to almost anything else in my universe,
4. Q- <. Glr 'i'^’ <-/
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Li It almost sounds like the history of an institution.

Mr Well, that was an unkjnd cut, Mike. No, I think anyone

who tries to build a coherent philosophy for themselves goes

through that sort of intellecutal, I won't say intellectual

journey, but that sort of construction, let's say, of an

^flffstltut 1.onal edifice. 

Li Are your former books presences in your oast that you

can refer back to? In thi a book you conquered thi s territory;

in this' book you reconnoitered here.and they are sort of guide­
rs*

posts to look back on, to -r-c-P-e-r—to?

Mr I must say that -T nwror think a. terri tor.v i s something

■that X conquered. I think rather that that's the place where

I did my best on that theme. I'm not satisfied with any of

my books. I think they all could have been considerably better

than they are. Xhat -goes fo~ every last one op tham. I look

■bank—with a certain satisfaction. I feel that I've written

a number of good books -and that maybe a few of them are very

good. I don't think I've yet come anywhere near writing a

great book. I'm not sure I'm going to be altogether satisfied

unless I do so by my own lights. That unless T'm able to say

.at the--end of my career, "Oh, yes, you finally did brinm one

off to your own satisfaction."

Li The great book that yon hope to write, will that require

some new ideas or are you moi ng to be able to use the old ones

the old system, the old philosophy?

Mi If I can bring off this three-part novel I'm talking about,

I will have to get into places I've never been before. And I'll
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have to come up with new ideas. I'll have to be bigger and

better than I've ever b°en before. So it is not at all certain

to me that I can bring off this three-part novel. I think

I'll be able to, but I’m not laying odds on it. It's an even

money bet.

Li You're off to a hell of a good start.

M: With the Egyptian novel? I hope I'm off to a hell of a

good start. Practically no one has seen the book, you knowv
A -pLW 0

Li No, but I've heard Bob Lucid and 'I-’vc heewd about your

reading and everybody says it's an amazing book.

Mt Well, it's amazing, I mean chapter for chapter there is

amazing stuff in it. If you read a chapter here or a chapter
R I ' . ■

there that I would null out, you would say, "Wow." But £he

question is whether it will hold up. It's one thing to write

wonderful chapter^ but wl'll the book us a whole be something

and will It also be... It's not enough f or—a=gr:»»t-book to

. have great writing. K great book finally has to 11 v*» in other

people's flesh and minds and it has to change them. When I

think of great books, I thin> of books that have changed my

life. /
___________/ are _______

-------Lr-- - Yourre experjenced enough and/nrof essi onal enough as a

writer to know the difference between the good emotion you

feel When you finish wri ti ng something and the emotion of

satisfaction you're going to feel five years later when you

. look back on i t.

(- Mi ..This, book is absolutely beyond my measure of anticipation.

-One-,* I don't know if I'm going to be able ever to bring it off
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■ T~thi»lr i’ll ■finish the Egyptian novel because I’m two-

thirds’through it. I've then got a novel I want to do about

a space ship in the future, maybe a^century or two from now,

three centuries from now, and I'm appalled at the difficulties

of the task. I’m going to have to sl-t—down—and become some­

what familiar with science fiction, which I've never read^

-•I'm going to have--t.o get up on th® most advanced’astro-physics

that we have available now. l-^now it will b<= a difficult

study for me,because I' not smart that way at .1-1 any longer

v.even though I did study engineering cnoe in college. But

then- I-’io gj-M g i fro—he v e g at up on all that .stuff, knowing

that it is all going to be, -that I'll have to throw it away
___ tlf ZagV y \

after I absorb it. The phe only value it -had for my novel is
Li 'y' at>.f

that the narrator of that novel would have to say nt a certain, 

—point, "Yes, back in the 20th century they believed this and

-t-hl-s was true about the universe. How wrong they weret" Si>-

that book is going to staggeringly difficult to write something

that—will be serious in that book and at the same time won't

_be Just absurd to our modern mind. It’s going to be in my

mind as the writer. Then, of course, the third book which I

look forward to if I ever g°t to it, will be contemporary.
I y

That will have all the demands of writing a modern novel, which

is no small task. So we'll see. There is nothing automatic

or routine about these books.

Li Will your short story "The Last Night" have any

Influence on the later novel?That was such a fine short story.

Mi Yes, it's going to be in the second novel. .But I'm not 
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telling: you how. m-hat-’s riot going to be the story or the

second novel. Just going to he in the second novel.

I’ve got a couple of tricks up my sleeve that I can't talk

about, of ways of tying together the Egyptian novel, the

novel of the spaceship in the future and the contemporary

novel. So they will all truly be three parts of the same
novelj hut in the way a tree might grow-^and have three

trunks growing out of a common root.

Li Wilfred Sheed said you were a child prodigy of mathematics

and I know you have a degree in Aeronautical Engineering.

It should't be too great a leap for you to...

M_: When did Sheed say I was a child prodigy in mathematics?

Ls When he wrote to you to ask you what you would like to

be if you weren't a writer.

M: And what did I say?

L: You said you wanted to be a lazy lover with a lot of

wom8n at your command.

M: And he said then that I was a mathemati cal . . .?

L: He said you were a child prodigy of mathematics.

Mi Well, I'm not all together Impressed with Sheed's accuracy.

And if that is an examnle of it, his remark is not well-founded.

I used to get "A's" in mathematics, but that doesn't make you

a child prodigy. In fact, in any math class of thirty men,

there were always three or four who were better than me. He

said sadly.

L: Nevertheless, I think you were able to master the mechanics

of the space flight. I think your explanation of how the
/
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moon shot worked is as good as anything I've ever read.

Better than the astronauts' explanation.

Mi Yes, but that doesn't make me, a mathematical prodigy.

It Just means that for one mont^/in my life I was good at

exposition-.
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Roll 9 Take 1 "The Golden Bear"—B°vchtesp-aden

L: I saw you on Tom Synder recently, the talk show, Yon

said that you never questioned your instincts; writers, ere

a little bit like athletes; they're spontaneous. I've Kot

two questions. One, why do you have such great faith in

your instincts -and your unconscious? I'm assuming they're
connected. And /Oimber two, aren't athletes a little less

spontaneous than that? I mean, they are really very

disciplined people.

M; Well, I make remarks orf the top of my head that have
V

a kernel of truthk in—t-hem^,..—.And th°n I have to thinlr about <'?

—them afterwards. So, If I said I always followed my Instincts,

i what I meant was that I usually follow my instincts for one;

and two, I was talking about a certain kind- of instinct. I

was. talking about the instinct I have while writing a book.

I think what I said was when it comes to decide which book
,A

I'm going to write. I always rollow my instincts. Not that

I always follow my instincts in every last thing I ever do,,

^-because like everyone else, 1F I did that I would end up in

jail. I think with athletes what yowdirye—bsa~y<>u—ha-v-e-a
kittle drama wM-c-h i-s- athletes tend to be people who can trust

their Instincts for a long time—at least the Instincts of
F ■ ' -y " ’ • • •■ «

their body. And th® moment they got to the-point where they-

eaja-S-t—t-hrsist the!r instincts, in other words when they have

followed their deepest instinct and they lose t-he game, they're

in ar-iet—of trouble.- I think athletes first come Into contact

with desnair when their instincts betray them. So with all

those amendments, I'll still support the remark
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Li I'm assuming agai n that .yon.r instincts are connected

to‘.ynij-r unconscious in some way. Why can't the unconscious

be as error p^one as the conscious?

M: Ohr-Vreli i t i s i-’r-obaijly part b!*-my^rhi 1 osonhy, such as

It is. Which is that T think that the ... You know the

famous story of Shelley i He rushed up to a mother^ and—ho

seized a two-month old infant out of her arms,end—he held up

the infant and .he said, "Babe, sneak. Reveal your immortal
trutly?l " In—other-word s^e believed that the infant was born

knowing everything^ -and /like Pleto--he was a great Platon! st

at that point was Shelley--he believed that the education

you received when you are young obfuscates the instinctive

knowledge with which you are born. And--that lyou then spend

the rest of your life trying to unmake that education. I

think I subscribe to that generally. I think we're born with

a profound anpreci atl on of the universe and she lose it in

-ou-r early. . . the first two •-reeks, the ^imst two months, or

the first two years of our lire, we—lone it. Thenfwe ■srend

the rest of our lives trying to gain it bacv. Ttr-tehe-degree

— we've lost it^by the time we're six years old, the school

system makes certain that we lose it all over again. -Anri I

don't think this is so evil. It 1s rather in the nature of

things. It was Intended that way. We're sunnosed to lose

it and regain it. 'Every religious tale that you have' sooner'

- or later has the theme of the fall and the redemption. I
nd.

think it is impossible to conceive of any achievement of know­

ledge without that fall. Because If knowledge is something
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in the West, l-et-* s , we can’t conceive of that. And—we

i- all ^r»rl'-'lzhere=—ks-j—'Dr/j^ost of us f 1 ndgsomethl ns repellent

about Hindu nhilosonhy. And what-i s r»rell ent .ibwf it 1s

the idea that you receive wisdom without making a Faustian

effort. The idea that the more you relax, the more you give

yourself Jsftto the universe, the more passive you can become,

the closer you will come to the secrets of existence, is pro­

foundly repellent to the Western mind. We feel that you crack

the kernel of real secrets by smashing the nut, you know*.

That’s the way we want it. It’s what we’re built to do.

Lt Like Melville peelinc: away the layers or the onion to

get^jthe innermost center, or Ahab trying to str Jke at the.

Mt Well, if you're proinc: to reel +"he layers of the onion,

w8 secretly believe that it helps if you cut off a finger or

two whi le peeling’t’he onlorr. But you say why do I_ trust my

instincts? Because I think I've had a charmed-life in one

respect.. Which is I never had to think about earning a living

until the last ten or fifteen years. From the time I was

twenty-five, I knew I was going to be a writer or Thought I

-was probably going to be a writer the rest of my life, and so

I started to form a habit of consulting my instincts ,all the
0<-'

-tljiLe^. Xpoklng for them, they hide. The instinct is often

•1-lJre^j’ toad hiding under a stone. You have to know which

stone to look 'for in the garden. I was fortunate to develop

habits that most people don't have the leisure to develop. I

mean, one thing you can count on is that when you have a
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nine-to-five job, you can’t develop much Jn the way of your
Cfe-U-^ bOOflt ,^, / '

instincts because thab-’-s a continuation of that education

that’s burying the Instincts.

L: If you had that advantage as a young man of having enough

money coming in, at the same time you had what some people

call the "curse of b°1ng labled with early promise." Cyril

Connolly once said that telling a young writer he’s got promise

is like a medieval hangman who nuts the noose around your neck,

pushes you off the trestle and then jumps on your back. You

had some struggles with that whole thing, didn't you? You

were twenty-five and ...

Mi To have garly success is obviously a mixed blessing. I

went through the bends. I th! nk e I *' ue H'lw ays been

■interested- 1 n prize fighters is that if I were to take a

<prize fighter... I ^ind an analogy between mv own experience

and the. experience o<" certain kinds oF prize fighters. Occasion­

ally you find a prize fi ghter--Leon Sp1 nlrs--a—voung -nrize

lighter who before he knows whether he can really fight or not, /'(j

'■vIma lucky fight cr two and, lo and behold, he's champ.

And he doesn't really know if he can fight. That's terrifying.

■That happened to me with The Naked and th” Dead. I can under­

stand what Spinks went through afterward. I mean all that
J Z? I'.' . ■

idiotic behavior after he won the championship and-beat-All

came ^rom the fact that he wasn't ready for it at all, and/he

didn't know whether he was still a’gym fighter or-a main-event

fighter in a small club or champion of the world. • And. so he

lost all sense of who he was, and ... It's very-important if
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you don't have an identity, It’s very important to have soup-d

and* established elements that you can refer to. Yo*»' ^ftow»

'if you say to yourself "I'm heavyweight champion or the world,"

beat Joe Frazier,

Spinks c-owidn' tGeorge Foreman and twenty-two other. guys

say—that.~ fie could say "I beat Mohammad Ali,| because I am very

good.p> or "I—beat Mohammad.AU because- he 1 s very old." That

creates a double sense of Identity. That-means-bhat every

time you have a thought vou -g-ott-a. refer to two places. AndL.

Spinks as champion had to say to himself, "They say that to

me because I’m magnificenti they say that to me because they're

laughing at me and I’m not magnificent, I'm a false champion."

—S.O. that .creates gpeat di -tiirhonnn ycy~ ^.y that
c/x' C-f,

psychic economy is ‘not working nronerl-y-.-

D: Are you saying then that you felt after writing The Naved

and the Dead,and the success that that brought, that you were

a false champion?

Mi Yea, oh sure. I mean I walked around saying to myself

do I really have as much talent as they say I do or was It a

fluke and that I do not really have that talent at all? The

Naked and the Dead, after all , was a book that was tremendously

influenced by other writers, by Hemingway, by Farrell, by Dos

Passes. Without those three writers I never could have written

The Naked and the Dead. And Dreiser, I could name eight writers

it was Influenced by. It was written in all their styles and

I knew it. I felt very uncomfortable with the book. I felt

fame has been handed to me, I don't deserve it. I felt terrible

Mohammad.AU


55

about it in other ways because I was not a particularly good

soldier. If you took a hundred guys in an outfit, you'd

probably list me as the 70th or ROth from the best soldier.

Roll 2. Take 2

Di Going back to the comparison you made with Spinks being

a chamnion without having fought a 1 ot of fights—a false

yChamnj on. You—mean—that having so much success with '(

Waked and the Dead, 23 y»arn old wr)ting the novel, becoming

—so successful, that you felt you were a false chamnion?

Mi Well I felt two ways at once. On the one hand I believed

my reviews, on the other hfltnrfr !■'f-elt that. ..t hoy weren't accurate

----at—al-1. I knew that The Waked and the Dead had been influenced

by a great many writers. By Hemingway, by Farrell, by Stein­

beck, by Tolstoi , by Thomas Wolfe, by Dreiser, very much by

Dos Passos. And I knew in a certain sense that it was not my

own book, that all these literary influences had flowed through

me and that I had had the exnerience of being at war and I had

written this book. And to top it all, I hadn't been a very
(2 C.

good soldier. If you pick a company, in my case a calvery-' I

troop, of a hundred men, maybe there were 75 or P0 soldiers

jaho were better than me* before you got to me irr terms of

ability as a soldier. So I felt I was a bit of an imposter.

On the other hand, I had all these wonderful reviews and aloG

hg-d-the exp er 1 ence of writing the book and there were times

when I thought it was the greatest book written since War and

Peace. Given all that, I carried two views of myself. The
i </
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tv i': ■
same thing happened to Spinks. Spinks-had—two r/jof

himself. One, he was the best lighter in th® world, and -

the other, he didn't really know how to fight. It^waS^-All

a fluke. Either he beair Mohammad All the great champion or

Mohammad A11 the old man. Arfd 'bo when anyone gave a compli­

ment to Spinks, when—anyone sald ‘'You're a great fighter,

he^hn*)—tohaVe two halves of his mind to receive it. One

half said^ to-hijns-ej-f "You're wonderful," .and the other half'

vSaid "These peonle are lying to you." How- That's the nature

of obsession. Obsession 1s when we feel two ways about one

question. We sp-eat_ of a young girl and—say site is obsessed

with her love affair because she doesn't know if she loves

or hates the man or ."k--- doesn' t know whether thr_-~n loves

or hates her. When we don't know if the answer ta-a questi-wi

is either A or Z, we become obsessed particularly 1 * the

question is important to us. We can hardly live because we

keep coming back to this terrible imponderable. Do we go

directly to the left or do we go directly to the right? As

a result, we can't move. Obsessions tend to paralyze neopl-e,.

Roll 10 Take 1

L: Norman, you were talking about the nature of obsession,

'the—dd^-f-icult! es of h»i ng a vounv writer. You were not sure

-whether-1a listen to your critics or to that harsh inner vole

• that-says maybe you were over-praised. Could it be that all
fej i-hV ■

.that good criticism you received from Naked- that got you

started in some large psychi ci-n---^s owe-la-rge4--cosmic way f ■MF’
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compensate on for some of the bah cheap shots that neonle took

at you in later years? Some kind of balance ths^e?

Mj Yea, but I don’t... Really if I have one virtue that

I claim to by now, it's that I don’t feel sorry for myself.

There were years when I did. But I think on balance I think

I had it fairly good. You know that early success was not

one of the things I would say was good. But it was interest­

ing. And it forced me to grow and change in ways I never

would if I hadn't had it. So that my life in those years

consisted of a series of forced marches. I had to take my

personality and move it, not from A to B as most of us do

when we’re twenty-five, I had to move from A to, let’s say,

E or F in a year, and in the following year I had to be at

L, let's say.

Li But It seemed like a curse at the time.

M: At the time it seemed like a curse. I don't think there

were any years in which my loins felt emptier orolder than.

during those years from twenty-five to thirty. I ■f’elt like

an old man during that period because I was traveling on these...

I couldn't make a move without clashing my gears. I couldn't

begin to roll without moving on clouds of anxiety.

L: Barbary Shore is...

M: Barbary Shore is a reflection or the intense anxiety and

paranoia I felt i.n those years. To go back to Sninks. You

see the reason he was so crazy and did all the things he did

was because he was working off two systems. To go back again

to the young girl who doesn't know whether she loves or hates



-hex—man. It's- terrj-bly- exhaustirrg. Every woman understands

that-^feeli-ng -tb-be" going in two directions at once 1s intol­

erable an.l wears one out. The advantage of it, the reason

■whKl sw it was - terrMjle at! the time and gavegreat advantage

to me, i-s—:tha-t-I began to realize that all the psychology texts

had very little to offer. I was saved, I think, the anguish

of those young writers who begin to write and then they say
/T’-Z

"Oh God, there's Sigmund Freud. What am I going to do with ‘ 1

"Sigmund Freud? I can’t get through Sigmund Freud." Ttwrlmw

'the—thing t!!hat has been the curse of rracti cally every southern
' $oere-f~l

writer in Am er J ca 3 a '%hnt t/hev have too much respect for Freud.

"There's that New York where Sigmund Freud vi si ted, artit—H-v-ed..

"Thereby tha*ff~giesH* big wall of the inpenetrablei Those people

are too smart for me." You s^ee—what I knew at an early age

-wasthat they weren't that sma^t. Nobody knew what it was all

about 'cause nobodv had an experience remotely like mine.

L: You've compared yourself to Sninks. I've also heard

>ynn any tn on i n <• orvl sw, you comp wed yourself to- ...-you

cailed your"elf the "Ezzard Charles of literature" wh-i-e-h I

thought you were being enormously modest,, as -a-la ter writer... .

Mi No, I'd still say that. Yon knew nrhnn. you 6-onrnare the

size, the true stature of Hemingway and Faulkner (--yo3)—take

writers like Bellow and Cheever and Updike and myself and

wri t°rs__let' s say,— rot know I can name eight or ten writers
I.'1

today you certain people would say Is the best writer in America

John Barth, Bernard F.alamud, a lot of neor.l-c--yea—could ..name.

Pynchon, Nelson Algren, you can go through the list. Name
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after name. Yau, ,F3nd that ^>>it of twenty people, none o£—

begin to have, myself included, the stature o^ Hemingway or

Faulkner. "Sn On that sense, I'd say that anyone who. says I'm

the most important writer in America today, I'M—“ty if I am,

I'm still the Ezzard Charles op the heavy-weight division.

L: You don't thin’' Hemingway's reputation has slipped

in the last ten years? People begin to take a close look at

his writing and yours and Fync^bn's and Bellow? You, Pynchon

and Bellow are the three I hear. I don't hear Melson Algren

named as one of the best American writers. I hear you, lynchon

and Bellow.

Mi Well,

Hemingway.

Those are the names

But I gottp^ tell you

I don't know. We're

I hear.

all vastly

that after

Hd OSSC'
more comnlex,tnan

I wrote The Ex-

ecuti oner's

Cause now I

remarkable.

Song, I went back and I looked

was writing in a simple style.

Jind che older I get, the more<

at Hemingway again.
A /5

And t~h-.t sty] e is

I know about writ­

ing, the more remarkable Hemingway's style seems to me.

mean I know his flaws inside out. I've loved and hated him 

as 1f he were my own father for years. There is so much

he did for one and there was so much he didn't do. Truly the

relationship you have to him is one of a father. <"E-rnest~; -

a on ]j you do what yxro dtd^o us? How could you leave

us in the lurch?" is the feeling that not only I had but so

many writers had towards him. But he is a remarkable writer.

His sense of the English language,I'd say, 1 s virtually primi­

tive in its power to evoke s-een-es—mood and-dgb- stir the 

senses 
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Li What do you think he would think of Execute on er's Bong?

Mi What—wnijJ-d—he-^hhj_n>-?- He'd read it and hate it and say

"That is bad Hemingway!" He'd loathe that book. But you

know he was a prick, let's face it.

cu>a>u6/! tf e> 7 Q ~,
G (Gebhard)i If wewere to compare Ali . as- a f j gutwr; wlbh
an author? AB-i—s—iatr-exe-ep-ti-snbccasifse /he started- -oUfTTgriti ng 

That's an ex-=>and worked his way up to be a good fighter.

ception if you coranare it to a writer because most of the

writers start off with a very good novel, they get well known, 

for instance Canote writing In Cold Blood. Then they get bad

of get worse and have difficulties. So Ali wouldn’t be a com­

parison to authors, I think. Ali always worked up step to

step to step until he got old. I don't know, did he have

trouble losing his fights because he got old or because he

got foolish?

M: Ma^^ae-tu.all” I don't agree with your examnle at all,

Gebhard, because Ali actually is very much like Hemingway 

if you're going to 1ook for a parallel. First of all, he 

dominated his division entirely. Second of all, Hemingway 

put in a considerable apprenticeship. He didn't just become 

famous, he ,dTd put in a number, of years writing short stories

and working on newspapers. So he had had\oj/a tremendous

amount of experience as-a writer before he became prominent
c/se>/

but more than neople realize. All had a number of fights
£ t'-S 7*01,

but not that many before he ites—elcnm-pl-on^ 
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champicr;I think he was something like twenty or twenty-erne

when he became chamnion. He hadn't really beaten that many

good people when he beat Sonny Liston. He went Into that

fight as a seven or e1ght-to-one underdog. And /then, like

Hemingway, he remained chamnion for a long, long time and

he kept dominating his division. Very much like Hemingway,

very vain Like Hemingway was vain. ‘Cannot bear competition,
r\_ e •/" A-f »'"M i

bannot"bear-he idea that anyone around could be remotely as

good as he is. fc, I think there is a. wonderful study that

could be made about the similarities between Ernest Hemingway 

and Mohammad All. They come out of that same .American urgency

to be the only planet in existence. To be the sun. It goes

right back to Egynt. Y<w know in Egypt life eas very simple

^finally. There were'a thousand gods but XImbmmg only one sun.

Gt There are exceptions th-^n. Hemingway on one side and

All on the other. If you go back to Spinks now, he iron a

very Important fight at the beginning and had these difficulties

All came up gradually. Or Is that Incorrect?

Mi All came up quickly, like Hemingway, not that quickly

not as quickly as Spinks at all. Ali was prepared to be champ­

ion when he became champion. He was the best fighter around

when he became champion.

L: So was Hemingway.

Mt Hemingway was the best writer around when he had that

tremendous reknown. They were alike in oth°r ways. They

hated anyone that was near them. Hemingway's love for Scott

Fitzgerald diminished rapidly once he became the number one

man.' Because Fitzgerald was too good.



62

Li Khat about thp latex p.aroor? J mean All’s later career

Isn’t quite as brilliant as his early career. Isn't the

samething true of Hemingway?

Mi That's roughly true. All' n-later-career wa-s -moxe brl Hi-
_____________________ /3^A

■ an-t-r-you—might say", than Hemingway '~s. - Because All did some-

thing which Hemingway never quite did. F-Vhen All got old he

still won a couple of great fights. util beat Foreman when

he was already over the hill . Foreman was potent-}-al-l.y"- a" more

frtght e.nlng—and awesome fighter tha-wAii wars at the point

they met. But—AH nsad qhqh artistry. that^f 1 nally^-he knocked

Foreman out. It's one of the great fights of all time because

the weaker man won. -He won through vast skill and guile and

artistry.

L: Hemingway hada lot of skill and guile at the end, but

•4»e didn't make the big knock-out, to use that metaphor, in

his later books.

Mi No, he did not.

L: I think you said onde that one of the best things Heming­

way wrote in his later career was the Pari s Revi ew interview.

Mi Yes, that was the best thing. That, and maybe Movable

Feast.

L: Because The Old Man and the Sea ....

Mi The Old Man and the Sea was not a good book, I dorr'-tr-thi nk.

D: I'd like to go back to The Naked and the Dead. hetalked

ebotrt" being a false c'Tampicn. I remember in an interview

pnce--yojx. were twenty-three years old when you- started that

book-,—you-were twenty-five when it was published and it was a
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< beat" sT?'l,lB"H--»an< you tod sej d something T~thcugh;,»tos quite

interesting,' and i;:.WD :.. you had never realized how much
_____________ __ . -—

- you knew. - -After looking at that book «jwKi»e-a3Ing it again,

-yew- woto odfcrfeood—at-how much you knew. fume I don't think

anyone can deny^n terms or style the brilliance of Hemingwayj.

But Hemingway could never write a book like Naked and the Dead

in which you’re talking about fascism coming to America,

technology and the kinds of themes that you have dealt with
CM
<d-n the past twenty—fi-vc-y thirty years.

Mi I didn't say Hemingway was brighter than I was. I just

said his style is better. That-he-has a greater style. .

Di But that's not the same as saying his talent is bettei^

M: Well, I think it is. You know you can have a-etors who--

cah do wonderful things. They can be marvelous character
Gl^-Us.

actors like Paul Muni who can play just about any part on

earth. Then you get someone like Monroe who in the technical

sense has a vo-ry small talent. But she can come out and hold

a 14"tW?e mandolin in her hand and play a little ditty and

wonderful things happen to neonle. Let's take an example

that people would argue about less. I would guess that in

the technical sense there were limitations to Charley Chaplin.

I think probably that there are any number of actors who can

do a creditable imitation of Chaplin and also play fifty roles

Chaplin could never go near. -And yet we would never

argue that they were greater actors than Chaplin. Even though

they might g±»e—you ninety-five percent of Chaplin/, Chaplin

plucked a nerve in us that very few artists could reach.



There's almost never any arg.'b.ieht about who the great artists
v a J

are. BecatiS'e \4nat tehey( do is so profound. you can't argue

wi th it.

sL.:^ Dwight Macdonald says that Charlin couldn't do the long

film, but he was great with those shorter films.

Mi Well, I think Monsi eur Verb oux is quite a film.

Li That’s the only execution.

Mi That's quite an excention.
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Roll 11, 12, 13 & 1^- University Lecture Hall

Introduction by Davis (Quote trom Mailer's "The White Negro")

Ds "Probably, we will never be able to determine the psychic

havoc'of the concentration camps and the atom bomb upon the

unconscious mind of almost everyone alive In these years.

For the fhrst time in civilized history, perhaps for the first

time in all\of history, we have been forced to live with the

suppressed knowledge that the smallest facets of our personality

or the most miri'or projection of our ideas, or indeed the ab­

sence of ideas and the absence of personality could mean

equally well that we might still be doomed to die as a cipher

irr some vast statistical operation In which our teeth would

be counted, and our hair would be saved, but our death Itself

would be unknown, unhonored, and unremarked, a death which

could not follow with dignity as a possible consequence to

serious actions we had chosen, but rather a death by deus ex

machlna in a gas chamber or a radioactive city;...

The Second World War presented a mirror to the human

condition which blinded anyone who looked into it. For if

tens of millions were killed in concentration camps out of the

Inexorable agoni es and contracti ons of super-states founded

upon the always insoluble contradictions of injustice, one was

then obliged also to see that no matter how crippled and per­

verted an image of man was the society he had created, it

was nonetheless his creation, his collective creation (at

least his collective creation from the past), and if society

was so murderous, then who could ignore the most hideous of 
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quest!ons about his own nature?"

And George Steiner has written! "Either a literature is

about these things or it is about nothing. Literature to be

taken seriously must recognize the hideous enlargement in'

the range of possible experience. Very few writers have had

the nerve or insight to look at the new manner of man. Norman

Mailer is among the honest men. He strives to know at the

peril of moral chaos what it Is that has been loosed upon

the world and whether art can cope with it." With that I

would like to introduce Norman Mailer and ask him if he'd

care to make a few comments about what I just said. Thank you.

Mi I'm not sure I'm ready to comment on those two passages,

because it's been so long since I wrote one and I never en­

countered the other by George Steiner. And they're each

sufficiently knotty to give me much pause for thought. Maybe

by the end of the hour, I'll comment on them after I'm feel­

ing a little more as if I've come out of the cold.

S (Student)i Will you answer any kind of question?

Mi I'll listen to any kind of question. I may not answer

it. I promise not to take offense at an offensive question.

But I may not reply. L-may say-,- "Next- £u esti-on ." What’s

your question?

S: Are you Jewish?

M: Yes.

S: You are Jewish. Cause ihtereslTingTy’ eriou?ftr„ Uh, what

kind of role does the Jewish community play in the United States 

today? And what's the influence on American politics?
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M: The Jewish community Is no more a monolithic community

than, let's say, the German community is all of one piece.

There-ls.a powerful Jewish political group in America Just

as there is a powerful Iri sir poll ti cal group, powerful Italian

political group, a powerful Protestant political group in

'America.- In American there any number of powerful political 

groups and they form all! ances and-d^y^-go-'to -wau^ with- on-e •

another-. Generally speaking, the Jewish people in America

have been more associated with the Democratic Party than the

Republican Party. However, in the last election a great many

of them supported Reagan. The Jews are simply not a simple

force In American life that moves In- on direction. But what

is back of your question? What is your opinion?

S: I think after the election of Reagan that Israel’s

military forces might be strengthened by the election of Reagan

And—a—new movement might come in American politics because I 

think that the American Jews do have some influence not only

in financial aspects but also cultural aspects.

Mi The^-Jews have a great deal of Influence on American policy

in many ways, rollticlans in America are notoriously fearful

about insulting the Jews-Beeeuse- the Jews are very sensitive 

about being insulted and they’ tend to organize around that

principle. However, I don't find myself an together sympathe­

tic to that. Because I don'-t think that anti - anti-Semitism

is a political position. Tn other words,/among the Jews we/

often mock Jews who aretoe—pntrlotl c .as- Jews-. W-e~say ^hht

the=-onijc-=ld-ea-that they have in their minds is to say, "Is this
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is too self-consci ouslv ethnic. I think that any people who/
become too proud, too self-centered, too concerned with own

special qualities also tend to destroy their ability to reason

subtly. That happened to the German neople at a period we all

know about. It's in danger of hannening to the Jewish people.

It is happening to the black people. There is a tendency in

the twentieth century because of the, you might say the overall
tendency of the twentieth century to homogenize every­
thing, to make everyone live everyone else, to make men and

women like each other, to make countries like each other, be­

cause of the vast need of the technological society. The

technological society works best if every human alive is not

a separate nationality and separate sex, but instead is a

human unit, you see, which could fit into the computer. The

computer much prefers single units rather than double units

if I may speak in that fashion. In other words, if the com­

puter has to deal with m.en and women, that is twice as diffi­

cult as if the computer has to deal with human units. So

there is an overall tendency in the twentieth century for

everything to fit into the same mold. For instance, all the

new buildings in Munich look like all tie new buildings in Dallas.

Every airport in the world looks like every other airnort

in the world and they all look atrocious. In counter to

that is this other tendency in peonle to become very ethnic,

to insist on their own individuality, their own specialty.

That's fine as an antidote to the world-wide spread of tech­

nology, but in turn the risk is, as I say, to destroy the 
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ability to think subtly. Because one is always too concerned:

"Is this good for the blacks?" say the blacks to themselves,

"Is this good for the Jews?" say the Jews to themselves, ''Is

this good for the Germans?" say the Germans to themselves.

And I think it is a false way of thinking.

S_: (female): Why do you write? Why did you start to write?

M: Why do I write? Why did I start to write? It was the

only thing I was good at. And I wanted to become more attrac­

tive to girls. Generally you do Something because you are good

at it. All through my adolescence I kept looking for some­

thing I might be good at. I used to cry piteously to any girl

that would listen, I would say, "I’m Just not good at anything.

I'm average," I'd say. "I want to be good at something."

And then, lo and behold, in my first year at college, I dis­

covered that writing was an exciting pursuit for me. It was

an engaging activity. It seemed to me that I might even be

good at it. So I i^eot at it. The conclusi on to the story is

not without some hanrjness.

S (female): What is your attitude towards women's lib?

I’’: -I—am--ha I** in agreement with women's lib and hair in

 opposition. I agree with all the arguments in women's lib

■that state that schnmati call v, institutionally, woman have

been encouraged to be cowards for centuries. And that it

is very important for woman to become more brave. In that

sense I am completely in agreement with woman's lib. I think,

however, that like all young revolutionary organizations,

they have a lust to become totalitarian. And (they want to 
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destroy their enemies before they can even SK them. So 1

think they did me personally, the small disservice of

deciding that I was the greatest sexist in America. To which 

to Texas."

Si Why did you write a book on a subject like Gary Gilmore?

Why didn’t you leave that to the boulevard newspapers? Who

did you want to aim your criticism at?

Mi To begin with, when I wrote the book about Gilmore, I

wasn't necessarily looking to criticize anyone (-©--m“a-ny-t-h-l-n-g-.

I-f ytitr—are—sifar^t-jng- a book, a—boek-wUdt take several years
I

of your life. A book will age you as you write It. It will

drain you and HrtsStl ruin your disposition. So you don't

decide to do a book for superficial reasons. Writing a book

is a—2,-4-fe-tl-c-bit like getting marrled--at least getting married

for a few years. And for that -reason you geaesaHy have at

best something that approaches, ror-yourself, a profound moti vef,

-when-you start to do a^book. If you start to do a book for

no better reason than that yon wish to criticize something,

you run out of the best energies very quickly. .And then

writing becomes a terrible chore. I nvas—fas-elnated—wltJu

tha-t—book and-1 wlsh-sd to wi-ite about it because I thought

that Gilmore was an except!.onal character, that--there~nyas- .

no man remotely like him in the public eye. The fact that

the subject had been in the newspapers didn’t repel me, but 

it attracted me, because I'd been carrying on my own small

'-■personal wap with the newspapers ferr-many--yenrsw-r I- defres-b
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better off if

page came out

we'd absolutely know as much as we know by study­in the world,

Nisinforma-machines for misinformation and dislnformatio

tion by which I mean simple

and disinformation means thatare half wrong in the facts

many people use the newspapers skillfully in order to spread 

they occupy our attention and we read about them a great deal 

and we don’t know much more than when we started. For that 

hate stories that are in the capers for good cause, which is 

the newspaper reporters which are then printed. So we tend to 

we didn't have newspapers. If once a week

ing the newspapers everyday. The newspapers hav</ become vast

calculated misinformation. In other words,they tell lies to 

and told us what some of the major events were

the way they write about experience. I think we'd all be

error. Most riewspaper stories

reason I love a good newspaper story because if you can pene­

trate behind it, ther's always a great, deal there, or usually

. a_.great d ea 1 there. I felt ttjat with Gilmore there probably

was some remarkable material back of the story. I—discovered

indeed there was. You '-'now he was not an ordinary man and 

it was not an ordinary situation.

Si Did it change your view of the American judicial system

at all?

M: Yes it did. I began to have more jrf—a respect for the 

ways in which the wheels of justice grind slow and small.

Wha-t—happened was that in a certain sense 1 found it comic, 

even pathetic, but at the same time heartwarming. Before my-—» 

book was over I had a book .in which there were ^ome'thiTTg" like 



thirteen lawyers who were all characters. Nost of these

lawyers were representing different points of view. Among

the thirteen lawyers nerhaps there were eight separate points

of view that you could separate. Everyone of these separate

points of view were argued by these various lawyers and

believed in and worked hard for. There was something amusing

and at the same time touching about the way each one of these

lawyers was doing his best. Some of them were doing their

best to save Gilmore's life, some of them were doing their

best hasten Gilmore's execution, some were working for the

state, some were working for Gilmore, some were working for

the American Civil Liberties Union, all of them were absolutely

-working at their best. I came to realize that i n -the cours'e—of’ 

it that along with American justice there was an element in

American life that I never understood before. And that is.

that Americans are obsessed with the idea that they must be

virtuous. Now, I'm not saying that we are any more virtuous

than any other country, in fact there are many who would say 

that we are less virtuous than many another country. But,

in fact, if you want to understand Americans, I would suggest

to you that no matter what an American does. he can be a drug

pusher, or he can be a judge, but it's terribly important to

the average American to believe that he or she is virtuous,in

their actions. Ameri cans ko through bends in-order to convince

themselves that they are not being corrunt or wicked or evil

or cynical or -thi s or that. There—are very few Americans

can honestly say, "I don't give a damn." Which may be 

why "Gone With the Wind" had such a smash ending.
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S_! You called yourself -in- Advert! sewents For I-7y.se j f >=».n«

American existentialist. In American Dream, for Instance,

there is a passage in which after you killed your wife in
the book, whon^things like habit, discipline, (SiX^preterrce

and. compromise as sort of civilized bad qualities disappear

from you. and you become your Instinctual self. That’s how

I understood the passage. I’d like to know if you still be­

lieve that you are an exi stenti all sb and. how the modern man

-has to live in that way?

Mt You're asking me a small question, (laughter) Let.' s h.vea.k

It-down. It wi11 be east nr to reply if-.. To begin with, ae-/

I understand what you're asking me, you are saying tn— e-P-fe-ct

do I believe that to be an existentialist one must eschew

discipline, habit, and so forth. I would say no. But you

must be very aware of the negative powers of habit and dis­

cipline. There“i"S very little that ceu Id—over- fee accnmnltshed

that's purposeful and that takes many months oT' years to

accomplish that can be done without habit or discipline.

But because they are necessary to serious and ambitious pro­

jects doesn't mean that we can ever ignore the fact that they
OuU© _______

are very dangerous medicine for us. We -ha-ve-t-o—M-ve with—brie

fact that these habits that are enabling us to be productive

are at the same time dangerous to our psyche and perhaps
/ l J iX

even—toour soul and be. aware of that and in that sense live.^
-- ---- ------ -  " /Oo**’/ r-43 ^'’
existentially. When I say. live existentially, I don't mean

kvytz^, b—
that every day we, jump from the roof of one building to the 



roof of another. Although that is certainly as existential 

an experience as one could look for. Especially if the jump

is just at the very limit o*' our ability to leap. In- other

wordSj if we do not know if-- we're going to be able to make

the jump successfully, that would be the pure definition of

an existential experience. We’re ei-t-her going to feel a 

great rush of adrenalin and happiness if we complete the jump.

or we’re going to know broken bones or disaster and death if

we don't. That's an existential experience. Now fcbvious 1y

if I speak of living existentially in relation to one's habits

and one's discipline, I don’t mean jumping across the roof

every, day. However, it
u- WO f l

that, roof once a month >
may be that one has to jump across

(I npcak-now-figurati-V-ely) or once a

year or whatever one's inner rhythm is. And-there com a

poPnt- when- if one lives, if one uses tfese habits in order 

to achieve certain serious projects in one's life, oM-u&es.

oneLs discipline, there comes a point when one becomes a slave

of the discipline and the habits. That's the point precisely

when one must look for an existential encounter with oneself.

-What I'm trying to say, I suppose, that the horror is that

there is no royal road to happiness for the psyche. We

achieve the smallest amount of self-satisfaction or a sense

of personal integrity only through the greatest efforts< ■
through the greatest awareness of the opposites between whi ch-

-we_ must navigate our course. 

Si you spoke aooui7~habxt and eXlSt eii ti al TtVlrixv- Don' t



you feel that your habit of writing is Just that what you

have become a slave to?

Mi My habit uf WrltlHff IS what I !mvn bUUlllH a sJhLV^ to? I

often feel that I have become a slave precisely to having to

write too much. I—have come to tire point In my life where I

now have to wr 1 tre'inetrder toTnake rltri-ng. I've been in

debt for ten years and I write more than I care to write in

order to attempt to get out ofXM* debt. To that extent I

find writing onerous and a habit^and I'm not all together

happy with it.

Si How do you Justify jtowsrbeing a media personality with

putting the media down.by saving they're totall tari an (Iand--on

the other hand you use them. Let's say it's a consequence

that your books are being publicized and you get free adver­

tisement and, of course, scandals in your life are bring" sort

tPf publicized by the media which helps sell the boovs. -S-o-—

I-'-m talking about this one commerce spiral in which you arc

-In, but at the same time you're criticizing t+re^medi a for

sort of-petfietrati ng into everybody's personal nfel

Mi I*'-ll leave .the last part to core back to about the media

.penetrating into everybody's personal life. -I’d

begin with, I've often been attacked for flaunting my personal

life in order to sell rsiy books. I can promise you that I may
or may not be guilty of flaunting'w personal life, but that

I have known for the last twenty years that that does not sell
books. Quite the contrary,, Sfou- do not sc 1-1 booksnearly so
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' writers who keen a respectable persona before the

public^ There is a simple reason for that. '/Then people go

out to buy books-; p.iTtJ.uulnrly^ hardcover books, they often

have a choic-e, book-s.-ar-e^e-A-p-enaive. |Wr you have a young

couple, they often have to choose—and I’m not b°inp senti­

mental or—troacly, about this—between buying the baby a new

pair of shoes or Buying a hardcover book. So^bnyhng Ahe

book, if they choose to buy thr took, is a small sacramental

act^ fhey—are--doing something that-ts terribly serious to

them and. f,hey want to be able to respect the writer. -&o , '

'■'writers—that have a great deal of notoriety in their lives are

not respected. They—re lebh -respected, let us say, than the

..quality- of their work.. That's no help to selling books.

Writers like John Updike and Saul Bellow—you never hear

anything about their personal lives to spock---of and their 

books sell very-very well. James Mlchener sells extraordinarily

well ip—America and no one's ever heard—anything about his

personal life. T could point to author after author in. America

who sells very well indeed with no personal publicity. In.

fact the only reason or.° does pe^sonai publicity for one's

books, why one goes out on tours, is that you are part of a

commercial process that you confront at your peril. If want

lie able to sell your books, if you want to be able, let's

say., to get good advances from publishers, which I’ll be. frank,

I'll always want to get because I need the money, then I have

to have, a reputation as someone who's reasonably amenable to
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'publicity tours. It's my personal opinion that publicity

tours do not sell books because people who watch television

have lost the ability to read. However, there is an apparatus

there. The publisher is able to sell more books to the book­

sellers in advance because they say to the bookseller that

there’s going to be a national television tour. At that

point the bookseller says, "Oh, in therel Well then I'll

take a Tew more copies." These are the facts of the economic

— "31 "Wwl.y fur* the first part of your question. As to why

I use television when I consider It a totalitarian medium,

T"U.,e lb dlth a ^anrnrnbl Q"-r I feel that there are

two choices and neither of them Is agreeable. Either one

gives up the three-quarters of rrarA-j p-d ,—c-f humankind, that

by now only watch television and say "To—ho-l-l-■ ,
v)

they'-rrr lost’. L°t's save the little culture ve have left."

Which seems to me 1s a dangerous of Bering ■ to^mak^e or you go

out and you attempt, to argue Into the teeth of this gale of

electronic homogenization. <You dare to loose the salts of

your own personality by going on TV. In fact I compromiseJ
on_.tbat as I do on many al"mnnts in r.y life, I go on TV as

seldom as I can, believe it or not. There are times when I
/l

don’t go on TV for six months, nine months, or a year at a

time. I’m never so hanpy as when I don't go on TV. But

there come times when I think, "Pty God, there’ns'-

ln_America but TV-1 diet... TV-iuiots talking to TV-3 d lot

audi.en.ces»—And somebody has to get out there and say some­

thing." .And {being nothing if not modest, I nominate myself.
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Si How do you pet these TV-idiots to read when you know

at the same time that they are TV-idiots?

M: Well I'm not optimistic about it. It was my Hope that

this book, The Executi oner's Song, would be read by millions

before it's done, maybe It will be, Cne of thy reasons I

wrote it in the style I did, which is a tremendously simple

style, is I thought peonle have lost the ability to read in

the old way. They don't like sentences that they have to

work on. All right, I'm going to write a book in the simplest

prose I can manage. I'm going to try to reach peonle who

have never read a book before. Maybe they'll see that there's

an experience in literature that they don't pet in other

places. That was the attempt that I had made in this book.

Whether I succeeded in it or not is somethinp we'll find out

in the years to come. But I was hoping just once to write a

book that would have a certain subterranean affect.

Si In the book on Gary Gilmore, didn't you try to take a

stand on the death penalty in the United States?

Mi No, this may sound odd to you, but capital punishment Is

not one of the questions that occuni.es me a great deal. I

think that if a thousand peonle a year were being executed in

America, I ? d be concerned with it. Because Engels once said,

"Quantity changes quality." If you have a thousand peonle being

executed, you're very close to having ten thousand people being 

executed or a hundred thousand being executed and you're in

da/ger of having a state that starts to execute its people in 

occuni.es


79

large numbers. But you know we haven’t had an execution in

America for ten years. It may be that It's .a very com­

plicated question, I hesitate to break into it because It's

so difficult to talk about. But it may be that an occasional

execution is not the worst single element in a society's life.

It may be that it still gives us some connection back to

the primitive. I that the great danger with a liberal­

totalitarian-technological society--! say liberal, totalitarian

and technological and nut the three words together because it

seems to me that we are moving 1n+o some peculiar b°nevient

form of technological totalitarianism in which everyone will

be more or less taken care o‘ and there may not be terrible

excesses in the form of the earl ier total!tarianisms--is that

there will be manipulation of the populace from above. There

still remains the need to f 1 nd again our primitive roots.

One or the most powerful and primitive experiences that a

society can have is to execute one of its members. To me

there is an enormous difference between executing someone

once and a while and the state arbitrarily proceeding to

execute people at the rate of five, ten, twenty a week. The

difference being that one execution in a great wh1 1 e--quantity

changes quality—loses a tremendous amount of energy and con-
/

cern and anxiety and soul-searching in people. Whereas many

executions merely contributes to enhancing the smugness and

complancency of the authority that runs our lives. To answer

your question, I would be against capital punishment if It
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were a powerful phenomenon in American 11f°. If it's an

occasional phenomenon, then I think 1t has to he treated on

its own terms. Since Gilmore definitely wanted to be executed,

since he did not wish to spend thewrest of his life in jail,

since he did not wish to commit suicide, because in his mind

it was more noble to be executed and have to stand up to the

people who were^gol ng to execute him, than to commit suicide

in the loneliness of his own cell, I felt that wasn't really

_the question in the book.

Si Can you envisi on a society where all members would be

living a so-called existential life?

Mi Again, I think the idea of the existential life is not

that we all go out and climb the Matterhorn every Saturday.

It may be that someone who is timid and gentle and reflective

would much rather spend their life reading books could still

have an existential life. They ne®d only think seriously of

climbing the Matterhorn once and trying it once and that's

enough. For some people one existential experience is enough

to nurl^sh them for ten, twenty, thirty years. Other people,

like U.S. Marines, ne°d existential experience three times a

night. I'm not a bigot about these matters. I don't insist

that everybody live the same way. In fact I find that anathema

I—thJ-nlc_±hat’s the trouble. There's a ten/ienc.>.=to--gei -«Kery-

body-to live the same way. There's now attendency to get us

all to live like rather pleasureless hedonists. We're all 

supposed to have a good time, but we're also supposed to wear
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ctCse
more or less the same clothing while wfi'-'re doing it. We^llve

in the ape of rl.~rti.r~__th~ ,tb.. .utj—tru~'iiril~'. v.~ all

live the same way--that is, without much sensation in our

fingertips. Because if we have to go around touching plastic

all the time, we soon go dead.

Sj Touching what?

Mi Plastic. A German and a Jewish invention.

Si Can you sneak to trying to express yourself through film

as compared to writing?

M: I'm suiemost of you don't know much about my films. I

made three films about twelve years ago. Over a period of

about two years. The idea I had at—trhe—t-lrne was that the

physical apparatus that was necessary to make a professional

film was so cumbersome and so expensive and -so lin'deldy that

very little that was human could find its way through. Actors

and directors had to be geniuses to get anything approaching

-true quall~ty^ true esthetic quality in film. At that time I

happen to meet some cinema veri te photographers. They're

photographers who work with very limited means, sometimes

with no more than two men--the cameraman who supports the

camera on his shoulder and the soundman—whe-mld go out
tc S C

■and—d-o-documentor! es. And I thought, why not take this techkif

nlque which I found f qaei nat.i ng when I'd see the documentaries.

■•Because-’what you find 1 s .if two people are speaking in a doc-

umentary, the cameraman rdld not have a script. So he was not

able to set the camera angles in advance. He •didTi’"t know who'1'
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-was going to be speaking next. Farticularly 1f there were

more than two people there.

to act the way we act in real

So v=ry--often the camera began

life. If we're in a room, and

three or four of us are having a conversation, we tend to 

look at the person we expect to speak next. Sometimes they

do sad sometimes they don’t. It occurred/ to me as I watched

‘the ci nema veri te photography'where the cameraman very=&f ten

would ^anticipate correctly who was going to speak next and

the camera would move to that person Just a moment before they
/Twf1:"' ttac< u'( kj

snoke, which gave for some odd reason an aesthetic satisfac­

tion, and Sometimes the cameraman would miss. He’d be on the

wrong face. You'd hear a voice coming from somewhere else 

and the the camera would look aroung nervously to find who

was actually apeaking. I thought what -a-wonderful way t-te-M'
q

be if we could take this technique and carry it over.tO’ f 1c-
/**. -O /7% J

ti-onal work. Then I thought that you can • t =hnv-e a script

because once you have a script you start moving the actors

through their paces and you have something that very qui cklyy''

begins to call for more and more equipment and technique. So

then I thought, all right we'll have improvised films. I then

proceeded over the next couple of years to make three 1ffprw+irw
4> *
films. They were complete improvisations, ter wit, there was 

no script. The movie was not. written, you might say, until

after It was filmed. After ,-lt. was fi Imed I had many hours of

film In each case and I then sat down with the editor. In the 

case of the last film we filmed forty-five hours of sound, and
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film with five camera crews in f 1 ve- and-a- half days. Those

forty-five hours then took three years to ent into a film.

It was .a-fHarf called "Maidstone" and In many ways it was the

most interesting and extraordinary fl Im. and. in many ways it

was tan unhappy and unsuccessful fl Im -cause fche sound wasn't

good enough. T-hc-sound was good enough so long as you could

show it in small groups, to film students and museums. We

showed it in one museum in New York, the Whitney, and we-set

an attendance record. More people cameto see that film than
v*-0 W-i'// •) 4^ J

had. ever come to see any other fl’lm in the hi story of the

Whitney. At that point, encouraged, I said "Let’s get some

money together and distribute it ourselves." So we did. And

-we put it into a commerical theatre and we then set a record

in reverse. Fewer people cameto see that movie than anyone in

the history of that theatre. The reason was simple: People

are not going to spend money and then sit bhrsre and strain

to hear what's being said. It makes them furious. Their

feeling is, "Either I'm going deaf or this guy doesn't re­

spect the fact that I-* m here and I spent my hard-earned money
/" ' films

and & can't hear what he is saying." I gave up making/at that

point because I felt that I cannot solve this technological

problem. There seemed no way to get sound that,. was good

enough in ci nema veri te to meet the professional standards

that were necessary if you were going to be able to convince

cthe-big league movie makers that you had a way of making"1 films

that was more interesting then their way. The only way .-Jghst-
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ea^ •MAA
they understand your way is more interesting t.Ui»i *ihF*T

'Wiy is if you could make more ’-oney than they rn-eke. Then

they-wou-ld say."Yea, this-fellow-zhas something." You could

I*. create a revolution in film. Without that you’re reduced

to being an avant-garde Filmmaker. At that point I thought,

"I’d rather be a notorius .and somewhat unsavory literary per­

sonal! ty^ than an avant-garde filmmaker." So I went back to

writing books. But with a tear in my heart, because I en­

joyed making films much more than I enjoy writing.

St How’s Cagney?

M: Your referring to the picture I am now making: "Ragtime."

In which I have a small part. James Cagney is now old. He’s

in his eighties. Host people who turn eighty, I'v» observed,

become Interested in only one thing. And that is where do

they put their feet. It's the one truly depressing element

in growing old. So Cagney is one man when he is walking.

When he's walking, he's like any other eight-year-old. He

thinks a great deal about where the next foot is going to fall,

will he keep his balance and so on. Once he sits down, he's

the old Cagney. He's still a marvelous actor. <He does very

little and he does it magnificently well. I-^rescirze “thaTkg

w-hat a-movle star does is they take everything that’s WdH

going on in the movie until that point and they funnel it into

their silences. We actors speak and Cagney Just looks at us

like this. And as he looks you can feel all the movie revolv­

ing around him and you just know the critics are going to say



that he’s giving a spTenrti^ 'performance and in fact he is.

He_.kno--.-o th^ nature of film. The nature of film is that you

frighten—the camera sli-gMtly .

Ss You said that the women’s movement tends to become

totalitarian and that you don’t like that. Don’t you think

that the male system as it is in America is totalitarian?

Ms Yes, but I always thought that women had more sense than

men.

Ss Why is that? Why should women be better than men?

M_s Because they have been forced to suffer our brutalities

and our stupidities and our dominance and neonle that are on

the bottom should always be smarter than peonle that are on 

top.or there is no

Ss But you don’t

Ms You don’t get

smarter person. I

hope for humanity.

get better by suffering.

a better person, but you should get a

think that the average black knows more

about life than the average white in America! I’ve never 

met--thls is a remark I made before and people think that I’m

blowing smoke—I’ve never met a stunid black man. I’ve met

any number of black men I couldn’t speak to, who wouldn’t

talk to me or I couldn't talk to them, but I never met a black

who I felt was stupid. Because stupidity is a choice. It's

not a choice that blac> people can afford,

Ss But you can't compare blacks in every resnect to women.

Ms Well, but the women in America do. They say we are

your blacks.



Si This Isn't true in all respects.

Mi No, of course not. That's one of the troubles with the

women's movement. They say a great many thinps that are not

true in all respects but they say it as if it is true tn—

=wli—r esphc-t s.

S; But why can't you answer my question in respect to wo­

men? Why should women be smarter than men and do everything

better than they and be more clever than they are?

M: There's no reason why they should be better. On the

other hand they should not be worse. Men over the centurles

have acquired willy nilly a certain small rudimentary sense

of fair play. The women have yet to learn It. I think they

may well learn it. I'm not saying that it is impossible for

them to learn it. But the women's movement has not gained

respect among those men who are willing to give it respect

over the last ten years. The general attitude among the wo­

men in America by now—I do not pretend to speak for them,

it's my impression--is that many mistakes were made

ten years ago when the movement first came into prominence

““There.,ware great excesses and that the problem is much more

difficult than they ever realized. I think there was a certai

optimism, almost a manic optimism, among the women back in

the early seventies. .Because ^hey thought they were going to

have a quick breakthrough and they were going to change the

world very quickly and I think that what they've come to

recognize is—and I think this is all to the good — t'hat they’ 



come to recognize the pvofound and serious problems that men
to change ,,

who were trying/the world also have. I think that out of all

this we may yet arri ve at. certain community of agreement

that changing the world is a problem that goes far beyond

sexual gender.

S: But you could start with that.

Ms You could start with that, but you could start with other

-thtngs as well. You could start with the idea that the most

evil substance on earth today is plastic and that the way to

Improve society is to tax plastic heavily and reduce all other

taxes. If you could remove plastic from human existence,

things might be better because people's senses might be little

more lively. If people's senses were more lively--for instance

if we were in a room with chandeliers instead of these goddamn

florescent lights overhead--we might al] have a little more

communion with one another.

S: Yes, but that's exactly the problem. The women's ques­

tion is postponed to all other questions.

Ms Well, that's your point of view and I respect It. That

the women's question does not have enough prominence. My

feeling is that the women have had a huge amount or prominence

because the nature of their question was such that television

loved it. It made good television—the women having a revolu­

tion. But in fact in America all the women revolutionaries

stayed in New York where they were comfortable and safe and
went

very few/down to Texas. It’s one thing to be a revolutionary, 
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it’s another to be a brave revolutionary. I don’t mock the

women, I just say that they're not quite as pood as they

pretned to be.

Si Might the fact that you are Jewish be important for

y-ouT writing about Concentration camps?

Ms It would certainly be a factor in it, sir.

Sj Why—do you writ". about oonoonimtri on ? —’-ri and twhat kind

of feeling do you have being here in Germany now?

M_i When you say what kind of feeling do I have writing about

concentration camns, I can see that you know little of my work*

Because that's one of the few references 1 ever made to con­

centration camps is in that passage that Mr. Van Davis quoted.

As-to what leeling I have being here? I've always been in-

—tereatad t.r> aa^ tn G eu-masy. I find Germany a very interesting

country. BeTfeveTt or not., I'v® always felt I-'-m in part,

in some odd way, German. And I often wondered^ why and I

finally realized why. I asked my mother once and It turned out,

lo and behold , I was brought, up to some axtewte by two or three

German nurses. I can only say that I find Germany the oddest 

country for me because I feel comfortable here.
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Roll 15 & 16 Gasthaus "Max"

S_i Can you compare editing or shooting a movie with editing

a book? You did both, you shot three movies and you wrote

twenty-two books.

M_i The editing of a movie is much more of an art than cutting

a book. You edit a book out of experience and out of taste

and essentially it's the same kind of activity all the time.

That is, you have one consideration which is the quality of

the work that’s going to result. When you cut, particularly

if you have a lot of film to work with—let me say I think

there are two kinds of cutting. In the average conventional

film, the film that's made with a big crew and a script, t-he-re.'.

—a tendency to have cutting, I think, is much less important

■ there than in the cinema veri te films, for a reason. Which

is that in the scripted film the actors know that the scene

is coming to an end because they all have the same script.

If I may borrow your glass for a moment. There an actor knows

that this is the last line in the scene and he says his line,

takes a sip of his drink and he nuts his glass down. Because

■unconsciously he knows it's the end of the scene and he wishes

to characterize it as the end of the scene. And so there

are a great many scenes in scrlnted films that end with some­

thing coming to the end of a slow movement. That means that

the next cut almost obligatorily has to be a slow opening

upward. You have that leisurely kind of almost what I call

funereal cutting in most professional films. In cinema veri te,

because the actors don't know when a scene is coming to an 
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end ’cause there is no scrinted scene as such. They're talk­

ing and they may talk for ten minutes and fifteen seconds

may be used. Or three minutes may be used. Given the fact

that there is no particular end to the scene, that is you

go through the scene and you say, "Well I can either use

three minutes of this or I can use ten seconds of this. De­

pending how I'm going to use it." You may decide that the

ten seconds are more interesting because there is a marvelous

movement of one actor's hand. As they’re talking if someone

says this and the movement is more interesting than anything

that's being said. Because film really lives in two worlds

at once--part of it is moverent and the other part is of course

the particular narrative element in what’s present. So as I

say, if the hand goes up like this, the cutter may choose

that. Then there are any number of movements that can come

out of it. It's much more musical. This goes up like this.

And you can have something come up like that slowly or you

can have something come slamming back. As a result cutting

in cinema verlte films becomes more of a high art. Editing

has endless permutations and possibilities. I said earlier

that in "Maidstone" we spent in five days, I had five camera

crews, we shot forty-five hours of sound and film. We then

cut it down to seven hours very quickly. There were seven

usable hours out of the forty-five. But it took us something

like three years to cut it from seven hours to ninety minutes.

Because we had so many movies within the seven hours that we

just couldn't decide... We had too many choices and it was 
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monumentally Interesting despite the final result which was

less Interesting than all the Interesting moments en route.

Mainly because the sound was not good enough to make a sat­

isfying film. But the cutting in It, I think, was far

superior to the average film. Not because we were great

editors, but because we had much more interesting material

to work with. In a certain sense, we weren’t cutting so

much as writing the film with film. The average professional

Hollywood film is written with a script. It's first written

by a script writer, the director works with him, the pro­

ducer works with him, the cost people work with it, it’s a

blueprint,,. You might say it's written at that point and

the cutting is merely the final application of the plaster

and the paint to what's been done. When you are making a

cinema verite film, because you're working with improvisation

and you don'’t know quite where your story is going to lead

and very often you don't have a story in the normal sense,

you have a set of attitudes and collisions, a set of possibili­

ties that you can write with. It's as if you have the ma­

terial in a large bag. It's as if someone has handed you

a vocabulary, but it's not a vocabulary of words, it's a

vocabulary of film strips. You might have five thousand such

film strips because the same scene could be cut in many differ­

ent ways. You might use three minutes of a scene. In which 

case it would be the keel for a narrative section of your film

Or you might just use little snippets from it because the

movements are so wonderful. And you might use it in a montage
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““Where you wanted another effect entirely, You sit down with—

• as“ sil'ch•the—film and you start writing your picture.

becomes vastly interesting.

the written word

alf_s’oft of technological homogenization that’s happening in
tpe—Western, jorld., | Do you feel that there fs also a certain

amount of alienation that's almost inherent in filmmaking

because you have to use machines to express yourself?

Mi I-thi.nk .particularly in professional filmmaking there is

an Immense amount of alienation present. I had the experience

last week of working in a professional film for the first

time as an actor. I was playing the part of Stanford White in

"Ragtime." A fine director, Milos Forman, Is making the film.

I had two days of work, my first two days in a professional

film as an actor, and I was overcome with what a difficult

art it is to be a professional film actor. The conditions

are even more difficult than working on stage. Because you

don't act in the normal way. In half the scenes I was play­

ing, I would be lucky it I could see the eye of the actor I

was playing with. The emnhasis is enormously on the camera

position. You have these immense cameras as opposed to the

small stuff we use here. Given these Immense cameras, the

actors become almost like marionettes that are moved and

shifted around the cameras. So very often you'd be playing 
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a scene and if the camera was on you in the scene, the actor

jrou were playing with might be hiding behind one of the cameras.

And you would see his eye back of the cameraman and you would
6

hold on this eye. It would be like a lighthouse beacon and

you were steering your ship toward that eye because that’s

all you have to work with. Otherwise you're just emoting,

you're talking by yourself, you have no face that's reacting

to you. In that sense I was filled with a certain sense of

wonder which is how do they ever get wonderful moments in

these professional films? There are professional films finally

where this extraordinary stuff comes through. In the "Tin

Drum"--whlch is the best movie I've spen in quite a while,

that and the "Marriage of Maria Braun" in those two films

were extraordinary moments that the actors got. I don't

know how they do it. Given the absolute alienation of the

conditions in which one works. I've been interested in ci nema

verite methods because if you could ever get actors who got

comfortable enough with the idea that they didn't have a

script to fall back on, but on the contrary, they would have

to use their wits because they proceeded through scenes. And if

you had a school of such actors who were skilled, you could

always use people off the street in ci nema verite because

everyone alive is an actor. We all spend our lives acting.

We're always pretending to be a little happier or a little

more miserable than we really are. That's acting. It’s

nothing to be an actor if you don't have to rely on a script.

The moment you have to say a line like, "I would be In love 
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with you, but I must catch the f)ve o'clock train." And

you have to keep repeating it, you have to say !t a hundred

times, then you have to be a professional actor. That’s

where the difficulty comes in. So long as you're just in

a scene and you're talking back and forth and the scene is

more intense to you than the presence of the cameraman,

then it's very easy to be an actor. Ther's no problem at

all. There are means to make films this way. But it would

mean a radically different approach to filmmaking because

the fundamental assumption would be that so long as fiIm

attempts to tell a ttory, it alienates the actors from any

true possibility of relatively natural expression because

the machine has to predominate. The machine has to predominate

because the sound has to be perfect, the placement of the

actors has to be perfect, the camera has to know where the

actors will move so the camera can move in harmony with them,

and all that violates any possibility of Stanisiovsky methods

in filmmaking, any attemnt or the actor to truly have a deep

experience. You can't have a deep experience if it's going

to be Interrupted twenty times in five minutes, which is the

condition of filmmaking.

Si What advantages do you see personally over literature

for your own personal self-expression?

Mi I loved making films this way without a script. Because

I never had ^reat Interest in writing a film script. When you

write a novel, you have absolute control up to a point. If

you are a/young writer, you may run into an editor who says 
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your book is good, but it'<= not good enough and you've got

to rewrite it to my specifications. Mo matter how polite

he may be, that is what he is saying and you end up having

a book that is not quite your own if you want to get it

published. That happens to authors. If you are an estab­

lished author, generally speaking, your book is yours. Its

virtues are yours and its vices can be laid upon your head.

In effect you have absolute control over your own work or

relatively absolute control. It's a satisfying experience

in that sense that you're truly expressing yourself and at

the same time it's a lonely occupation. It has all the faults

of being a writer. Which is you have to be alone with your­

self the most of every day and you have to find the sancti on

every day to decide that you are worthy to sit in God-like

Judgment upon the activities of other people. That's being

a writer. In film I moved toward ci n ema veri te where there

is no script because I pelt the scenerio writer has very
r

little control over the final product. When you wtlte a movie

script, you're lucky if the movie bears some relation to

what you wrote. That's the most you can hope for. People

who write movie scripts are almost always secretly interested

in going on to become directors. To spend one's life as a

writer of movie scripts is a miserable occupation for all

but maybe two or three script writers in the world. Since

it's not a profession that's necessarily nearly as honored

as being an actor or director or even for that matter a pro­

ducer. The glamour of film is not present in script writing.
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Nor Is there control. So I was interested In going: the other

direction entirely—to make movie's without scripts. I felt

that’s what I did do. They were written on the editing table.

Si You said the best movies you've seen lately come from

Germany. You've seen "The Tin Drum" and "Marla Braun" and

they are highly professional. Have changed from ci nema veri te

when you say you like the German films now? 1 mean they are

not typically German films. One major point is that the

Americans control them in their cinemas because they're highly

professional, they're nearly American movies.

Mi That isn't why I like them. I respect them for

being highly professional films, but that isn't why I like

them. I like them because I feit they were entering areas

of experience that were more appropriate to film than the

average film. You see, I think that film bears a profound

relation to the dream. I think that film is all together

different from literature. One might just as well be talk­

ing about the state of Kansas in America and Mars as to talk

about literature and film in the same breath. Literature I

believe is closer to theater than it is to film. I mean

theater is closer to literature than it is to film. Because

film occupies the most peculiar place in the mind. If I say

to you, "Think of a favorite uncle of yours," you * 11 have a

mental image in your mind for a moment. If I say to you think

of Humphry Bogart, you'll have a mental image in your mind

and the two are not that different. Film inhabits an area

of the mind that's somewhat mysterious. It's that area ' 
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somewhere between sex and sleep, comewhere between sex and

the dream. It's always as if yon can establish a hierarchy

of existential states that are less and less definable and

more and more mystical. You could almost say that it would

be: memory, sex, dream, death. And perhaps between sex and

dream, you can put film. Film always has something slightly

sinister about it when it's good. The trouble with most pro­

fessional films is that they are photograohed stage, plays.

The emphasis is noon story and upon all the values of the

theatre. And so the average film has an artificial unnleasant

quality, a certain aesthetic emptiness to it no matter how

well made It is. What I loved about those two films is ex­

actly that they had this quality. They were sinister in a

lovely way. They were not films in which you could afterward

describe the plot in such a way that the riot was coherent.

It's amost a vice If you can toll the story cr a film clearly,

it's a bad film at the highest level. Film should be evo­

cative. The best films are like personal experiences that

you keen returning to because the experience was so particu­

lar, at the same time so mysterious that you cannot define

it, you cannot circumscribe it with words. And to the degree

that film Inhabits a region or the mind or the psyche that's

beyond words, It's successful film. And to the degree it

does not, it is merely a debased form o^ literature or theater.

S: Am I correct in assuming that you seem to be moving to­

ward the cinematic because it's the sort of language which
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transcends words or it’s a medium which transcends Iqng'inge?

Mj No, I'm not moving toward it. I've always had this pro­

found admiration for film at its best, l^th,rp4f„voJJ--s-^e-- T..'hat-..

T’m talkirrg—nhotrt--lTi Chaplin for instance. -Chaplin always

transcends story. You can't tell the story of a Cha'plln movie

and have it make any sense. You can tell the story of a

Chaplin movie but no one who had not seen the ra'ovl e would

ever know why you say It's a great movie. T^ll the story of

"City Lights" and it's a little sentimental legend. Se° it

and you have an experience that goes 4-n4o—t+re—ve-ry-«xtensions

of- yourself. I have vast respect fof film for that reason.

But I don't necessarily thin1' that I am all that talented at

film. I grew up writing books and writing books is probably

what I'll end up doing ror the rest of my life. If I were

young, I might be more interested In a life in film than a

life in literature. But I'm not young. So, voilal Making

a film takes certain athletic abilities. You have to have

immense stamina, you have to be... I mean a great film dir­

ector has the same stamina that an Olympic athlete has.

Does a writer not have that stamina?

M: He doesn't need it physically quite so much. I know any

number of writers that are all but dead, but they continue to

write because all they need is a little bit 1ert alive here
--

and a little bit left alive there and they can still do it.

Like my good friend Truman Capote for instance.

----- ¥eu~nrerrtl-oned- toorthat as_an author you have sovereign®
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—- who said at a certai n point in The French Li eutenant1s

Woman, "I don't have any control over my charncters at all

anymore.” I'd like to ask you for instance could Rusty in

Why Are We In Vi etnam? have reacted any differently in the 

bear hunt if you had wanted him to?

M: Well, I think Fowler was saying it's a happy book when

one's characters take on their own life. To that—extent-;-----

gf you didn't have that ^i n -wy-i-tin-g., ther'd be very little

in writing. There's nothing terribly attractive about being 

alone in a room- looking at an empty piece of paper and making

SLi-t-tle scribbles,-on—that _p.ipp.p, nf nnner■ The pleasure of 1/°*''[ny a/~

•—mak-iirg literature comes from that

come alive and they take a rorm.

m om en t

You can

when your characters

less remarkable thah thinking about somdone who1 -ts alive.

-'.•fe-’Can think of a friend and the recull ar things .a friendyf'u' <<

does and they.rein be very vivid for us. We can think, _p.f_ a.

character in a book we’re writing and-tfrey can be vivid for

us^in thftfc wajjEa But I wouldn't go beyond that. I would say 1

frhfafl If you are a young writer and your characters never 

come alive -for .you as you ar° writing them, you might think 

seriously about whether you really want to be a writer or a

novelist. On the other hand, it is very dangerous to use

that as the sign that you've been anointed by the Lord to

become because most young writers can fehl-n-k- of- 

thelr characters. They are very vivid to them. They just


