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Lennon

Notes on transcript of "The Longest Ball: At Bat Norman Mailer"

The attached Munich interview has been cut by 55/j, from h.5,000 to 20,000

words. The final session at Nymphenburg Garderns has been dropped entirely, and

more has been cut from the sessions with the students than the others, but not

much more. I tried, as you suggested, to cut material that was labored, awkwardly

stated or handled better in one of the other interviews that will be in the book.

My recommendation would be to publish the Munich interview in the order

which the sessions occurred, providing a simple headnote at the beginning of each

section giving the date and place of the session. There is a topical thread running

through each session, a mood, and I think it would be wise to pay homage to these
added

different moods by indicating the different times and places. I have/such headnotes

for you to pass on.

I have also added a sheet to the front of each session's transcript noting

questions, problem areas, places where I may have taken too much liberty with

with yourwords.

A title: I have two suggestions: (1) "The Longest Ball: At Bat Norman Mailer"

(2) "The Meat of Munich"

I have tried to use your best utterance on a topic throughout, so you may notice

that some good stuff in the early sections has been deleted. But the later statements

will be better.

The best material in the interview, happily, comes in the last session,! think.

The whole thing moves and builds very well and resonates well with cross-reference—

not too much though, just enough. I was, in my mind, pretty ruthless. I still have

a few doubts about some of the material I cut. But my guess is that you will find still 

more fat



Session No. 1: Apartment of Jeffrey Van Davis, Munich(November 18, 1980)

pp. 20-22:1 edited these pages fairly heavily and used a few phrases you

may want to check over.

p. 28: the phrase "and render out all kinds of waste" which is pencilled

in at the middle of the page is mine.
next to

p. 29: I’m not sure whether this session should end with the/last answer

on this page(on the greediness of capitalism), or with the last one

(on the Bible-toting, gun-toting minority). I prefer the latter.

p. 1-2: JWYSnrSBX On page 213 of Laura Adams' Partisan Review interview

interview, you mention that there are two kinds of writers. Here you discuss

it thoroughly. I think both can be used.

pp. 9-10: In the Saturday Be view interview with H. Mills, you also discuss

writing and depression. But, again, I don't think either of these dis­

cussions should be dropped. You also mention it on p.35 of the Munich

interview(in next section).

KgX
p.7: Here you compare the Egyptian novel to "your vferfc dearest wife".

You make a similar comparison on p. 52 of the SR Mills' interview.

I see no problem, but you might want to check these.



Sound Track Transcript "The Longest Ball,"
Jeffrey Van Davis Fl lmproduktion, Munich

Holl 1 Take 2 - TWg <^oVl£)

Lt Norm^mne critic of American li t eratur e, ,and- a fri end .-nx£
7X?iy~iiw--.. .’"C
ycu-rs once described you as the Lon Chaney of American letters.

I’ve always thought It was a good line. Hov.'—over--the—v-ea-rs

ha-ve-7you—man aged to keep otrt—of the grove of one-styl-e-, on e

mrd-e-?- •' ,What do you attribute your ability to move fr^rn style 7° ufyZf
7

and mode to mode* to-?

Mt Well, I don't know if I can attribute It. You know I found

that I wasmoving from one style to another. And writers are

notorious guardhouse lawyers. They can re^wrlte their case

after Its been brought in.. In—other--x-rord-s-, a-Jw-r-i-ter- can- al­

ways give you an explanation of why they are doing something
. y 'o'..' 1

after they have done-Lt-. They are splendid. So I can give
e x ylc\Kta< ■

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~d^i^'-t="kn®w.
___

I'ponder;this, why I keep changing my style. Cura-rethink,

finally., when you get down to it, there are two kinds of writers.

There are writers who have a powerful sense of identity and

the attraction of their work comes from that identity, coming

into collision with a world which maybe moving in directions.

away from them. I think£he greatest single example of that
4z>T H-K

would be Henry Miller.'/4 .All of Miller's work forme consists

of the world banging on Henry Miller and Henry Miller banging

on the world. Hemingway too. Faulkner, Thomas Wolfe. Now
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ci/Yi^rs.
you—get—fee -pe-opl-e like 5tei nbeckyand you get the reverse.

Steinbeck kept—his identity for every book he did.
jd f|.gSI

When I say changing his 1 dent.i ty ...helwpt changing his style.

Xf you change your style you are changing your- M’en-tl-ty-, I\

th-i-nk. there—4-s--tha'tf-bther kind- of writer. -JJ-ve nam-ed Steinbeck
'X'l/e ,/ono^ co*> MH**-
I've—named-myse-lft. We /Mtn- iwi^*8 we go- along.

Ed Doctorow, who I think is a pretty good writer, is a perfect

example,, of -that-; And--I—thi n-k~ there are- writej^w-hofind that
—— =— --------- —-^>5«c4- ,

a-s-the—w-or_ld__c_haJ3g-es—and as they change they.^re perpetually CLidi

tri-- Q.oq-TLgja=-<3.r„.th”-l-r —1 d on -n ty ^-because their Identity is a function
-;Z .

of the changes In the world and the change in themselves. -And-

jl^t—i^s—a-lmost as-4-^-the act o-f writing Is a different sort of

■.act for them. There is a different, how to put it^, the solu­

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

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

people like Hemingway or Miller.

Li Well how about an example sort of like, he'-snot a-write^,
ing

but I'm th.ink/of Picasso,, Picasso went through so many styles

•and it’s- been attributed by some, because of the new Picasso

show in New York, they talk about his various marriages, his

relations with his farnilie^^is that true In your case to any

extent? Have your marriages, your relations with your families
01-t ya

has that had. a major impact.,in some underground fashion, -some

-s-h-tft—in - s t-yl-e—or- •mod e-?

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

It doesn't matter. May be it will occur to me later. Anyway,

■he made that point, that Picasso worked in a different vein
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for every wife and of course it’s true. And reading that I

thought, well, I could say the same for myself up to a point.

I've written a different, kind of book with every wi f e^. and-

had a different style. And i—trffltTdr-1 f you had been married

as many times as I have you are a different man i-neasrh
n®T

marriage-. But on the other hand, the same is^true of Miller.

Miller was married many times but he did not change his Identity.

Li 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
o ■

c^ne from and who they arefand what they are and it .Is the

world that Is mysterious to them. -And I've always been one of

those people who is very sensitive to the world and forever in

the course of discovering myselfrjaad—who- I-am^and—what—I'-wm
T i.i
I remember I met John Erlichman after Watergate, and wrote

something about Itj-because Srlichman changed greatly from the

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

very much like a rather gentle .midwesterner, far westerner,",

I think he came from Montana or some place like that. He was

froaehlng at, Mo4faana-SXa-te and he had the air of a gentler -sort

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

and he was a little punched out but very nice, very decent.
p • ’ ’ • b (-ejf ■ -• ■ ■

And the thing that struck me was how di fferent~he~ wa's than the

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

had an identity and I thought It was my own Identity, and then

when my life changed so drastically I realized it was not my

identity but one that they had given me. They were no longer



referring to me as the same man-j.they- had-beenbefaxie.. The

E^rllchman they were now talk-ln-g-,tc> was a different man in

their eyes^and- so I became different."
Tse_ _ ____ til'.'' _
Lt And.- he was ,cut off from the nubile— /I identity', as—5-

.remember-.

Mt Yes, he was cut off from his public Identity and he could

never go back to It,. And because he could never po back to

it, his identity was changed force 

had no choice. He had arnew identity.

wi Uy ni.I’ly. He

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

from Brooklyn and Miller has written some about his early
P^i‘

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

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

Could It be that, you had no sense of reacting against your
------------- -V

childhood the way Miller did? He was reacting against -that

German, bourgeoise family .he was brought up in-. -He thought"

it was idiocy. What did he say, "my family were Nordic, which

Is to say Idiots.” Gf-course,- -you- have had close ties with your

Xamily, always in Brooklyn. You still live there-. But you

never were reacting for Brooklyn, against Brooklyn or anything
>k<? . rrx- p

like that. So maybe you were -freer/Ato move than Miller, 4-rr

a sense?

M: Well I was close to my family.. I didn't have"-to break

away .-from my fami-ly-, I never had .-a sense of fighting my way

clear. In fact, 1-f-t-herer was anything -with the outside world
/ 7

fct was much tougher than the Inside world. Maybe there Is the

difference right there. Thattsy the first ma-jor-dl-fference,
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drs someone “H-ke Miller, I think, had to establish his Identity

very early In life, Becanse if he -d-l-d-n-'-t--he-wou-ld- have--been

d'estroyed, more or less, -trr<"a larger part of him would have

been ruined for any kind of a serious effort later in life.

-I—-k-n-ow-thi-s—be—probably—-t-ru-e—r-or people who grow up in hostile
i x'aHt 'lb ~ ■

families—frhat-fr-hey/. establish their personalities very early?^ J -
ies exo

There-i s a rock-hard q+ia-l-l-tyto—t-he personali ty that do?;s not

shift. Hemingway1 s fami ly- li f-e was subtler and-wou-ld- take

much mere penetration. And we have to assume that what Miller
i lw ■ '

-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 overtbe years that Miller-was —p-re-t-ty

harsh about.,—you—know., their relati onship with-him-had-been

a lot nicer than the way he had wrote about It. Miller tended

to be cruel ’’after the fact." But all right, let’s -take it at
PuT ■£ UlS ahi(e{.l<.oa^

its face value and see, assume^~ if-It was like that and that
V- ■ I--.

-would have given him a rock-hard identity. Hemingway had

subtler problems, but nontheless he had to establish his Identity.-

I grew un 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 so 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 outside
So

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

fro. indulge myself too, to change from one personality to another.
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I 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 nroduction, who's counting. But never­

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

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

Lt Joyce Carol Oates is 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
' :L *v. v S o W

function5-, is that one of the reasons why you produced so much

over the -years-, that yon never have got locked in"any one mode?
>s> A/e

Jeff and I were counting up and we came to-something like 2?

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,
’ -

Tte Short Fi cti on. z If you knock off about S it's about 22, 23fooo.<<?^)

And- cti.li, phat is a tremendous production in thirty years.

Mi It's more than thirty years, thirty-twn-y-ea-rs-. Well, if

you are making your living as a writer there is nothing



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

every year-and-a-half if you're goin^ to stay alive.
-r bic)

Li -Well- If you o-onsi-der though- that the novel you've been’

working on for so many years, a- mammothr-work-, l-s-golng—to—he

appearing i-n—the—next 5 to 6 years, over a-reriod of time,
re_ A Of <

you'v-e—got—to-be talking about a tremendous expansion, a pro-

duction- right there. I meanj that-book alone will equal what

Thomas Wolfe wrote in a lifetime.

M: -fe, We±l~r~that book is a long way from being done. I mean-
LVe//j

.d'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, .cz- ■
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 intpa^«they have to
... a-1'

grow, you have to grow with them. It's the oddest-.-t-,-. you know-,4 of s
I have the oddest relation to this book I've been doing about

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

been writing a book about Egynt, as you know-wel-lr-tha-lr^s

Egypt in the Twentieth Dynasty, the reign of King Ramses -the11

■ni.nt-h, about 1130 BC. This book now has,, eleven hundred pages

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

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

And it's become realTy like...my dearest wife. I mean this is

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

and all & 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 .

Li You'did the Marilyn book, the "Elegance"book. Well, those

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

Are you expecting that In coming back to it you're going to

have a completely different relationship because you've grown

and changed in those years?

Mi Well no, but since then I did go back to it, I wrote Of

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

and I've written a good bit on It, maybe another 75>0f)0 words

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

of hard work away from finishing it.

Li You've compared many times the 11 fe 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 dajtand it was, when asked to describe

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

And I wondered, how would you descrlbe^-the writer's ll^e?

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

of looking at that blank piece of paper every day. .Show do you

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

look back on ttre-c-raft of wri tl ng?

Mi Well there 1-s-^one word that always comes to mind...is
, co -E, (jj i-rfi u«

sanction. -Because fco write you Have to be able to give your­

self the- sancti op; t o-writhe-. 0r_ someth!ng In yourself has to
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gtve~you the--san-e-t-i-on—t-o-wr-i-t-e.. There's^a moral Judgment

always1 in writing. One is assigning values to the lives of

others, no matter how. When you take the meanest piece of

small criticism in a weekly magazine,,or something like idle

■V1- Ila ge—Vel-e-e. let's say-r^ some body is writing about someone

else. They're lifting them un or they’re putting them down.
-fA> is i'M'O

That's a large act. And even if you' re-doing-1-4; in fl ct!onj

you're attempting to ^ffect your reader sr, brai n . We write

to influence others. And soi bo-d-o that you have to be In

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

you have the r j p:ht to do this. Wow on the average day most
don1!' qyQs-.u. Hv’iv

writers don't even think about it, they feel they have the
- V (■»(/ ^7-

righthand they're full of a head of steam^and they're working.

It's not—t-h-e- good days that you have to worry about although
z—<_zot '■- '

on’the bady days, if you've been, if you've done something
or^eJ^u.ur-^S —

dumb the day before, or if you're embarrassed by—y-ou.rs-el-f-, >

or- i~f—y-ou-'re profoundly depressed about -you-rself-,c or if you'lr'e

put down seriously by friend or enemy the day before, or

you-'re -haying trouble with your mate or any one of a thousand
(€ yaur^t A yfc<j rftll §11 ' otoJJVl 4KA ID Wife

thingsjthab can gpcl-l~you~ day.- and you go in the next morning^
-'/ '■ ’i'J c'-'! ■ ’■

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

writers and-the reason there are finally so few- compared to-
"ha /-4l ktw- u/ka t-uefA/y YaA'P*- —

how many-people there are of talent and write is the ability

to work on a bad dajjgjrs—what characterizes the professional.

Li You've always said that you feel that some of your best

writing comes out of your worse periods and that you sometimes

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

ArenJ t you susplcd ous of wri ti ng bhat comes—oirt"cfrr. .
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M« I'm always a little uneasy when the writing comes too

easily because there isn’t that feeling of true grit--apologles

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

to write and you literally have to work yourself into tbs-t
s-

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

given days,and you find If you do that day after day and I just

~fIrd^looking back on it,and I can't even tell you why, but

on those days when -I— feTt—that—it—i«J-as---golng---be—be—ste-ry—hard

»t-O writ.e —and- I had -a hell ,of .a time-wri ting and fim-ll-y—d-i-d- ,

' succeed^in writing and rhe same happened the next day and the

next .and the next, -eaoh— d-ay ‘l wrote against great resi stance
cm —_

in myselft and. great depress!on.after I finished writing.-, those

had to be the best things I wrote. The Arm!es of The Ni ght

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- I-

think that there’s some...I’ve never understood- -It, d?’v-e-a-l-

ways felt that perhaps there's some, there’s some. Z^Tt’ 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 as The Armies

of The Night, if I had known that each day was that good, I

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

manic I'm useless to myself as a writer.

Li Then you start feeling Napoleonic?

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

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

my personal life. They'd be fighting back. There would be
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explosions all over the place.

trying to get started on 1 tried the third person

Didn’t thatj wasand it worked^’£cn?=y: that a release of*

some pressure?

Of course then I began

On the

-gotten-use to it. It took me longer to get usedto it than any 

L: It was a shock

M:

funny way to look at oneself and we all do it.

Nevertheless, it was like an old shoe by the time you got

You have to, I think one reason

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

reader. And you may remember when you started reading the

book.it was a little funny in the beginning.

to worry. It seemed to me it worked, maybe it worked.

little odd. I remained uncomfortable with it for quite a
(.p<7 '■

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

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

until the benefits Gf i t began to be visible. It’s a very

Mt No, it merely shifted the pressure.

writers getdepressed is that if the central or if the next->to-
mtnr’in -**r*Htincentral figure in the family•1s depressed or powerfully

d-epressed,-^pu-t- 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.
. ...

Lt You said- that when you were Iwritihg"ArmilesTyou -had this 

fore or after? I mean what r^appened? You’ve explained this

_to me before. Ypu’ve said al^ of a sudden in fooling around,

/terriijle depression, you wer'e feeling terrible,-Was this be­

rid of it.

book.it
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X ™ I?M.I Yes, by the time we-were done with ltE_ c-.qe missed it.
lr

In fact^I missed it so much I kept going back to that in

book after booi^thereafter. And it never worked as well again

L: I—t-hl-nk you said in The Pight that you were getting tired

of that style, your wheels were starting to snln, tired of

your own pronouncements and commentary, and you wanted to

be a 11 ttle. . .K'.T-b, I think you got more and more detached

as-you .fallow those-books from Armi es all the way through

to The Flght. Is that correct?

M: I got less and less interested in myself as a protagonist.

In The Armi es of the Kight I was a true protagonist of the

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

That makes for a marvelous protagonist.

L: Like a Stendhal hero?
v-‘ o?

Ms No, no. Nothing like it. Nothing so large.
Jig /V k

Li No, but still, all .proportions noted, as .you..say.,: "up.
U’/

u were^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 he-was going

to become one of the mightiest men in France. All I wanted
, in XZw !:•••.

to do, if you remember, x wanted- to ma].re a dinner party that

night.

Li But stilly, you did say to yourself, "This could be the

beginning of 9 guerrilla warfare In America." And if the war

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 jail eventually. I had th'e feel­

ing ;lf things got worse end worse, and the war didn’t end, at

a certain point In time a lot of us who were marching on the

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

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

that Pentagon. Because it was a way of putting ourselves on

V-jr'ejcord.. But I still wouldn't compare tha-t to Julien Sorel.

Li I always think of Arm!es of the Night as a nineteenth-cen­

tury novel.

M: There is no sex in it. Bu-t’4.t is a n1 neteenth-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-n-ot-1-on - of ..personal! ty is somewhat - charm! ng He-

'-cause^it is taken for granted that these are all very fine and

substantial people. When all is said they may be up to their

shenanigans, but finally we know that it's all goi.ng to turn

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

early nlnetheenth=»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 nuts capitals on his nouns.

Li If Armies of the Night ls/'a nineteenth-century novel, how

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

-I mean, it's-a-nov-elv

Mi I think Executi oner's Song is a very conventional novel.

It's fault is not that it Is not a novel but that it is a very
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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^^F-^ertngr—irtv"“<r~-

•Roll J-Take-2-

Li Wilfred Sheed once said, it'mlght have been in an essay

ony-ou-, that as writers get older, especially good writers,

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

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, I felt a great deal of it. The 70's are a blank for

meFjI don't know what happened in the'VO'-fr.- “I- felt in-.c-los-e

touch with the 60’s> I thought I understood the 60's fairly

well. Maybe in fact I even did. But in the 70’s I -fctst felt

as if everything had gotten away from me. I 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—Ln—the—past audiences

in the 60’s would bo reacting to what I was sayrirg. -The his­

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

'a series of particularly dull presidents for me. | People

magazine, I think, was the greatest phenomenon of the 70's^lJt

began to take over the country. Television certainly took

over the country. I hated the 70's. -J—li tera-ll-y den' t-kffbw

whether my lack of-touch with the 70's,... I mean I certainly
. '-’k -/-ZwA

had the feeling what Sheed was talk!ng about., that I’m getting

older and in certain ways I'm getting better as a writer, but
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I really know very little about the present. S-dorr^t—know

to this day whether It Is- my fault -or- the fault of the-70V.
Hi IcA

I don’t think i-t'-s a decade that one can get tremendously
A

attached to. It- was1 like-the 50';s _..I'f' you fa-1-1- -1 n love wl~th~-

someone in the 70* s., you might have sentimental memories t hat-
^e^ abca

•way-j-but- certainly not Clt the period. On the other hand,
The Executi oner's Song I felt wasE, very much a book of the 70’s.

ii <5
But, of course, that-was not a book that came out of my own

4 OH-*

Imagination so much as from found material. In a cer-fa-kn sense,

it Is a collage of found material.
' I ■ is iru-. c !■ ■ ''

Li You've also talked about in The Deer Fark/and-- j-H—other-

places; ■’about "ti me dynamic and time potential." I, try^'to connect

that with some of things you’ve said about the 70’s. The—7-0-'s
v . Me fob.

were sort of a dead time. Time wasn't really happening^. There

was no movement In the country. Would you compare it- to the

50’s in that respect?

Ms -Except, yes, except it was worse than the 50's. My idea

of an exciting time is when ydu have a time when people are

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

‘lively time, a dangerous time, a memorable time-, a time that
a

people hark back to in their memories. Then you have.periods

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

that is the operative definition of the 70’s. There wasn’t

one idea that anybody would die for. Women's liberation was

the most powerful set of ideas in the 70's and I have yet to

meet the woman who is ready to die for her ideasswlth the

possible exception of that woman who shot Andy Warhol. But 
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ot-hertlhan that-., you know, those girls were real tough, but

none of them were dying on the barrl cades were they? In the

50’s there were people who were willing to die for their ideas

they were all patriots. They wanted to die in Korea,

they wanted to die to fi ghtA Communi sm . They never knew wha-t-

Commun-lsnr-was-,. never-knew that Communism was just as benighted

as American capitalism. They thought there was something

wonderful about Communism and that it had to be fought be-
tukc. ovD,C

cause otherwise it was going to w-i-n ^everything in sight. They
-/Ar

didn’t understand that they were same messed-up bastards that
IV'-'we are. ; Excent that they had an even more oppressed system

and weve less able to do anything about it. But, I mean,

people were ready to die to fight Communism in the 50’s. In

the 70’s we didn't even have that.

L: You said if any decade could ever kill a writer, the 50's
y^u

almost killed me. Now you’re saying the 70’s may hive been

worse.

Mi 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

learn the true history of our period, 

. . . I 'm certain
TIM*/ Vlr-lT

I'm sure-every

p^r’sident had operations goi ng on under his nose, to­

when we

American

some

degree under his covert knowledge,'with or without hi s covert

knowledge, that would rival Watergate. When you have a

powerful -secret1 service like the CIA, , as a powerful espionage

agency-,- they are not going to sit around. You've got a lot 

of hi-ghl-y-prl-neYplerb highly determined, highly motivated men,
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thay--'-re—n-ot--going‘■c s‘t afWl and-do-noth-irng . They , have
■ A ■■■/-

'■■all--the—keels*. all the apparatus ^-th-ey— have all the naranola

they need to go out and pull real capers. So of course- that
was being done under every president .J I always felt the-fact

I'd
that Nixon was taken by Watergate, In other words, that it

was a set-up and he fell Into it. A -trap was laid -for him

and he fell for it.—But Nixon's crime in my mind was that

he didn’t end the war in Vietnam when he could havej, wh-kch—was

in '68 or '69. He protracted it, a-11-thos-e-year«-. And that's

one of the things that truly killed- the country./The country

m-ora-l-l-y had come to the recognition byx68 that the war in
Aw

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

and they decide that theywant to move from bad conscience to

goai consci ence, nothing is more punishing, more cruel and

finally more likely to render that-person apathetic than to

have to make them wait for four years or for-many-years—or a

a long period to carry out that act of good conscience. And’

that's what Nixon did to America, .Merely to bui id' hl s own­

fortunes. That was a lost cause. No matter when we pulled

out of Vietnam, It was going to be a disaster. Everybody

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

tracted it because he wanted to make himself look good for '72.

His vast majority -in—' 72 came in part beeause ’of 'tlTe—four

years he spent getting out of Vietnam.

Li Do you think then that the 80’s, after the dead time of

the-70J-s-» 4° you think we are going to have the same kind of
~ X iw /h b’--'

counter-culture/ reaction against the establjshment that -w.
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history of the world.the most hideous Architecture In the

It doesn’t matterThis architecture has been exported.

sni ri tual

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

the environment that provide for the people who are living

the 60's didn’t really make a

dent in that?

Li So .all the counter-culture of

We suffer from it In a thousand ways. We suffer ffom It with-

very-soon and you-Lll ^Ind the same hideous buildinp’s. They

Mi Well I hope not. I mean I bore we get into something
* cotr-

much more pro-found and serious. The time to n-u-t p our.--little

For that matter you can
L|J

we used to, that we don’t have people who are serious about

which major European city you go to.

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

moves and have our fun with the establi shment--Ler>>~ at"t‘llat

among them. They speak of the adulteration in aesthetics.

speak of the very emptiness of emotional, human and
Im

content of- the 20th century, those buildings. (They speak

establishment, isn't it funny, ha, ha" is long gone. -What-
dfhe -establishment has done/ bee-au-.s-e ^Ath the exception of

a f§w years in the 60's, they've really been unchallenged.
- !- - ’ " 1 , ___

I'm talking now about the corporate establishment of America/

!'-a<L
there-, although -it- never-, rea 11 y- got anywhere t in the 5°-s?

Mi It certainly didn’t make any effective dent in the onward

movement of the corporation. The corporation has become more

and more powerful,- more and more prevalent. It—cron-t-rols--more..

and more-. It fills our life with... it adulterates and lowers-

the standard of living. We used to have roads where people
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not only in America by- now-, because we export this crap, the

average food all over the world is becoming more

tasteless, more tortured.

Li TV.

same thingMi

human relations that frozen food does to realto

of

TV adulterates human relations. TV does the

this Is the blight of corporate capitalism. Corporate

f ood. All

monotonous by a superhighway. We build,these buildings that

are absolutely faceless, without decoration, without character,

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

then by carriage and finally by car. They could have an in-

could travel down those road-s.P first on foot and by horse,

teresting trip. Now we—s-t-1-H—move-down superhighways, bu-t-

we’re virtually carried down these superhighways. They-’-re

tnonot;orLou-s. Even the most beautiful landscape is rendered

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

Soviet Communism.

Li 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. Fl na-l-ly—t,he_storm
-Hie

never reached the working class. The Marxists talked all that
Lxj'f’ fay n-tiMF

time about the working class being reached. The<workjng class

was never reached. And of the reasons they were never reached
TH , '-<■£.■ /J

d-s -something that nobody ever talks...abou^mtrcfr. -But, in fact,
4- ifa ' /kouv

a the working class has worked for the corporation and the cor-
tiqj;

poration^proved more adaptable than anyone expected. The

corporation realized, because of Marx, becaus-e-of Marx's message
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The corporation could also read and they decided that-the

r-eal- -danger - was in. the working -class—and ths—one thing they

■were going to be certain of i?s~~t-hH-t_jthe working class was
made oart of corporate llfpg^nd they were. u/ere, coo]f>~kd ■

Jerry Rubin is now working fdr them.

fix ’Weil<He's wAojcing on Wall Street^ *Heis still an individual

entrepreneur^ ,hehl-

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. Theytre wired right in, the UAW's

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

■by that.

M: -No, they all are. They were coopted.

■Roll 4 Take -1

L: Norman, in 196^- 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

the same effect?

Mi -I—think—i-t's- going to -have a lot of effec-t-on- the—left.

I hope it will, it should. -When -we talk of tha T-a-Et.. I'm not

talking of the extreme or ultra left, I'm talking roaHy-- about

the liberal left, •-t-hat-Is the left wing of the Democratic party.

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

rupt in America. I think it
^L/l , > 11 tegu i •

say froim-Roosevelt”en-,/;that

vias trying to do something

was unique in human affairs

let' s
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£Jb /. 'U' jVIK fj
WhlchtHs..all hi 1A 5^/J

e—s-oc-i-ety ~e-o

trlbubed toward brined ng the surplus to the top., -So- that

r-gC-:’ <-2 d . tZ t. .,
people were going to/Cwastey-resoosGea, 11 wouxa fle t-ne_p.e.op

•7-.i^, -t
rfi-t.::.th©-—top--who-T';oul-d--wastet he re.s.ources_. -In other word-s ,

or two

the more you got of what Marx

higher you rose in the society,
«<

called surplus value but what I

-flA,
who were totally' und erprivi-l-eged-.

■l-tr Soviets

the people at the top would work less than their share.—

societies were built on that-.whether they were monarchies’,

w-hatherxXhev~i;rere -ear-1 v. bourgeoi s republi cs{’;hat was the

'■way-±ln?as=Worre“. "'Then the Soviet Union came along and there
{Ins {st fa*!fa fa)

was an attempt to rdo-the reverse„af—that. If. there—was—go-i-n,
_———■ . h 

to be anything.^wasted ,
by

a—great—d-eal~to- people
opAz

That lasted/ifor a year
-/4a o Zr/

into a system^yhere—again- the

would call wastep—you know, excessive emoluments.

Now when 1-i-beralism came along, that is., the New Deal

liberalism of Roosevelt, -what it attempted to- downs to not
ft jgfi of I

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, to give a share of-thio surplus .-<thfcs7=tiastee to

the bottom. -Let’s-say since the Second World Warand—par-,
_ r------ <aaz-« SJTVH oA yvM,:

tlgntLarly-rsince,.' the blacks began to.achieve some ef^-th-etT .

liberties^ gut of the great guilt many Americans felt* f-rom

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

.me-re/a decision was made to ameliorate the black condition.

A- lar-ge -pcviMi of the surnlus began to go down to the blnoks
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S"/W6 cv7m/‘
-and—th4^_s^rpd4ar^=teh.at^went down to the blacks was not

a (• Lpkidr UM0-
-ef—th-e^a-m-^st-that i-s-^being wasted stf.tL at the top.

a tenth

But

on a major scaleAmerica had become

Now the middle had

> - t he. . s ecu. r-lty-was— t-heren.

5-m-iddle- , .
UJUL4 LfJlJJ&lUd l-Mtr

no cause for complaint

that wo-'S- .
WodikJ 0^

the first society
Mk.

to pay off^the top and the

fxce=thi=®--w-a-s on them.—“Se it created vast resentment toward the
li"5

bottom. Given the nature of corporate cap! tali sm ^-rp.pst—O'f ....
\ <^? sj (-Ffa \ ® ~ /

the-ef4k5rts-4-n—the -communteatl-on medi a kj^-p-t/ people fr<®“bed-n-g
^(_i4 wo/~

able—1-& recognize at a-1-1 that the true enemy was still at the

top, "AHt—the- resentment was focused down toward"'the bottom-.
h«5

Corporate capitalism succeeded, I believe, in convincing

Americans that the Democratic Party was wasteful, that they ,
Jtp U/TM .'UtOc/x

were supporting people who didn’t work, and t-hat—was—verx_t-rw-e.
■jko/A to 74/

There were a lot of people in blac> areas who were not working,

who were ripping off welfare. But they weren't a tenth of

the patch of people who were ripping off American society at

the
I 1 " t'7 -i ■■ ———

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

ton. When—you -take Iphe incredible waste in American society

• needless work and waste and spending that goes into all our

products that don’t need it, like soap. Like automobiles that

Laxe. interchangable .^.H-then—we--th-i r,k of the costs - of— products 
■------------------ — C®W.5/4(>V t-UtC?

today.,. -d0.-we-reailz‘»zhow much that jmit goes Pnte> -the- ■waste—o£-
<*■**/.

-To surroundSBg ttWwW^TUt.lucb^wi th romantic and sentimental

appurtenances that they're not entitled to. You know/don't

have to love our soap. V/aybe we have to love our automobile,.
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| but we certainly don't have to love any number of basic pro-

I ducts that have no quality to them because the money that

could go into increasing the quality, goes instead into'

competing with other producers to have more public relations,

more advertising, more communications, more air/in the product.
■Uf—'- __

I Gi ven all this, what—Dim—t-ryd-n-g—fro g'dlTTroward-Is That the
---------- ■’ Jz- ’ C-

■Tef-b, the Democratic left/bias to take a longlook at what
H-Lm -k> _—Z?----

their programs .havebe-env—■Because historically what Ts true )

4=s-that the blacks-uere. getti-ng-payofr •5rr—efi^eetT>" there
L\a^ &?<'’-
was-no real attempt to administer welfare ib any serious

O-v-aXl a/ _>
fashion. But that -on- the--ooirtrary-, there was a tacit agreement

between Black Power and liberal poweri Wh4=eh“+s^ "You guys

keep the ghettos relatively quiet and the money will keep

coming in^" And the American nubile threw that--©u-t.—The

larg-e-st—resentment they felt for the last ten years.,- it's been
~ -

/building all through the 70's^ is those blacks -arc, getting

■away with- murder. They are^ not working andthoy-t-re--get-ting

/ ;too much>of~-what—we do. Reagan came in on that wave. What
ko*J> ZrJU’tlflfti’&l'J

the Democratic left -now has to do is to start look-i-ng- at the-
.'hi/

nature of the, problem;and how to solve it.

•Roll 4-Take 2

people took us aside and

jgp- You know (when I was running for mayor in'69, a lot of

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 them because

if you can work out something wl-t-h—them that looks like it
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makes a little sense, tha-t-'-s—your-best chance- to—sho-w people

/^you’re serlousgthat^^ybu are doing" some thing the other—candi­

dates ^ateaBOt-dei«&g. Maybe you’ll have a chance to draw a

lot of" votes andget Into real contention," So Breslin and I

went up to Harlem and met some mothers who represented a

Harlem welfare organ! zati on . I remember one blac> woman got
C/Jf
bn’ and she said, "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 with this thiag and said, "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 chi ldren and I-’m- ripping off the. gov.ernm-en-t 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. Ri.chbucks 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 she 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 I came

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" progranr.’ We weren't going to be able

to go in there and say to the black people, "Please stop
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taking things that you are not entitled to." -And' jihey would

look /'at us'-right back> and say, "We're taking what we're not

entitled to and what about the rich -people at the top who

are taking ten times as much?" I think that this is the key
the 4-

V problem that/Democratlc pary has got to face. Which -1 s—that

y\they are truly interested in having a country in which ev-erye­

body has- equal onnortunity-or something roughly approachlrrg-i-.-p^
b-k—------- ----------------M'

that. To ge-t-t-o-that-^/oi-n-tk,., we've got to re^think every single
\/e

aspect of American politics and American life. We/A got to

start thinking radically, but not in the old radical way of

"Let's rally the workers." I mean that is crap beyond crap

by now. -I-t-’-s as if America is one vast, middle-class consumer

Things failed in the 60's because finally what you

had were middle class troops. So the revolution wasn’t large

enough, It wasn't thought out and was hysterical because these

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

up, killed. Four of them finally were at Kent State-. Here', in
iw -Mt- + Sc/.'. C

the*'80's„ what we've got to do is truly try to get into some

absolutely new ways of looking at politics.

Li Do you think Reagan might be a trigger?

M: . L-bh-i-n-k-.. .Let' s leave Reagan to the side for the moment.

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

■ J- can see where Reagan conceivably ,could end up being not that
I ?y 1 f"

bad a president^ in -t-he-sense that d-f the American economy,

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

«s I think it will, but,..starts taking some Jseaci.-turnslifoF—t+te’

■bebber, • and tkertainiy i f Reagan goes Into heavy armament
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spending, we're going to have a false prosperity for a period,

although with a lot of 1 nflat1 on0 but nonetheless. I can

where Reagan might seem no worse than Eisenhower. There

can see

t'Vt-' kayt
A might be a relatively benign administration for four years.

I suspect it’s going to be much worse than that^be6ause I

don't think he can do it. I think 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.

M: I—thtnk-t?fere is a neri od of a year or two where the"

left realTy~ought to look at what's going on in American life.

I think there are new ways to go at it that haven't even been

tried. For Instance,! think it would be marvelous if somebody

came along and said they were running for the President on a

single tax program like the old Henry George program. Except

it wouldn't be on land. They would say there-wouTdr-be- n,o--------- — — —
Income tax, no state tax, there would be just one--ta-x~. zWe'll

tax just one thing. Plastics. The hanplness that would send

through American life.

.Roll—5 - Take 1-

Mt Xou”d have people who would comeround-=and—s-an—''-I—Lov-e

_£l-aat±cs=T't' jMy nightmare is that r-.ybe by now'170 percent of the

American public love nlasti csj 'I’orfe they would fight t-o-the

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

T’m ■making—1-s that .you would have to have ref erendnmf. .. on—thi s-;
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Why not have people vote on what they want the-l-r taxa-t-i-on

‘t-o----consi-st-6fl.

Li What would the opti ons be?

Mi I don’t know. In other-words.^ou might have to do a

great deal of exploration to 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
IT. f 'ft ‘■

around them, you would find that it’s plastics. Nov; if you found
CO.& j
that'-, _±hen you could really start a large campaign to put

AltA
a heavy tax upon plastics. -ELs-Jihst ,,at a certain point plastics

would begin to disappear. Which means that the quality of

life would begin to improve. Because• £here i-s—no—q-Ure-s-t-l-on

d.n my mind that plastics debase the quality of—life. You can

be a wealthy man living in a wealthy house, but If everything

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

tomb. I-tJ-s-a—repelient tomb. It’s far more repellent than

q, tomb of artificial marble.

living in a tomb that’s made of marbles You're—l-i-vi»g—

certain point —you. kept

taxing plastics and nobody wanted them, plastics would’, dis

appear>;ou-t—of—human affairs-. We would be in another era.
I skouM be

Now at that point you might say what would you—get-the tax/'

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

•At- this poirrt^obvl ously? what I’m getting at is' you’d have

to start voting. The nature of political campaigns would be -

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

of taxation on land-p or on corporations, or on frozen foods.
—---------- +LUt \
The ecologists-et—t+ia-t—peirn-t-,, jnsteaa of'being people who are
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cso-entiall-y hamstrung and- ef-fectlve-ly politdca/lly- wiped- out
‘'Cl/ /.IfttAz c?

b'ecaus-e- they are-^dependen-5 upon—sdm-ethl-ris that- ecologically

' isodlou s——which-i,°.—large - po w erf u 1 government. Large^ power­

ful government Is by Its nature antithetical to real ecological
* C/C1 (JI
needs. But y-ct- the ecologists are caught in the paradox of

having to anneal to government always to enforce actions

against the corporations. If—Instead of--denending unongov-
. AW

ernment/'_lf the people have the instrument^ with which to -vote
ty<5 f W

against those elements in the ecology they consider onereu-s-'

< and-have- those be the- elements that are taxed most-highly.

■jphose elements would begin to disappear without government

interventi.on. -Merely because they would be priced out of the
Co­

market. Wha-t—you--onu-lA havp.-then-1-s a purification process

that might be able to run through all of American society

I think American society at this point is absolutely glutted 

/ with all "kinds of wasteful actions. In - other~woTd-s—t-he-red?s

a certain point what could you put 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 ,_Jwhat I'm

gettingat finally is that- the—l-eft-would-do-^e-ll—to--leek—trrteo

■4s—that-lnstead—of -paying lip servlec--to sma-H-^us-i-ness, wh1 ch
A IMf-u-ao! er

- the Democratic left has been doing, and thenipptlng Immediately

for every big government solution -they can find/ if- they- re-- '

ftcognize that big government is truly the enemy, -that’ just be-
l-------—------- - /

I cause^corporate capltalism,vl-s saying—that big government is

the enemy, doesn't mean that corporate capitalism is wrong.
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en emy.

the concept that the economy and thebegin to form

country has got to be flushed cut of Its waste.

give big business their way.

open invitation to big business toan

didn’t get in because he’s a truetake more of a grab. He

because big business saw him as thein

even—more,- a ri.che-r part of thebest boy to give them pi e.

for their own good-.

Li

of

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

Mi

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

That we don’t have to get

going to be a strain in American

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 

held to the gun.

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

conservative. He got

It staggers me how corporate capitalism, big business, is 

life right down to the end. I

Reagan’s going to increase the glut. He's going to

Cof-j'.iVah10*3
They can be right about something too. And the one thing

they're right about is that big government is the

■i-s .corporate capitalism. Bja-t the Democratic left

WeHj—he -had. big business behind him“HeAalso had a lot

fundamentalists, the Moral Majority, that’s another strain.

Mi Oh, I think he is

and your gun in the ri ght . hand-,
4-1 ;•

into; I think tha-t finally is

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
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Li Teddy Kennedy is the ana—t-ha-tJ-s- going to be the titular 

ruler now of the Democratic Party.

M,: I think there is some possibility that he will be open— —
—— —>

not necessarily to these ideas I just expressed,, 4juf'bha-t—he

-wl—1-1—be—open to new solutions. Because liberalism as such 

is dead. I think l-t-Ls—t-ru-e- that if Teddy Kennedy had gotten

elected 4'xibh, the program that he was argui ng f or? .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-f-or 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 get elected.

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

to new

I have

solutions? The Democratic Party has always been feuding.

no faith in the Democratic Party to get togetherv«nd

the New Deal.

Well it’s the only party we’ve got



Session No. 2: Boat on the Konigsee, Bavaria(November 19, 1980)

p. h.7: The sentence interpolated in pencil is not mine. It was dropped

inadvertently when the transcript was typed.

p. 1x6: Note that I have dropped my question at the bottom of the page and

linked two of your answers. I think it works better this way. I have

done this in a couple of other places.
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Roll 6 Take 1 Boat on KBnigsee Q^o / !ctJ

Li Gilmore/wasn*t probablyjas aware of the inner negotia^
/(stoA'ioil

tlons of evil as t Faye, was?. I mean^Faye knew what he wag' doing.

Mi Yes, well,, Gilmore 4-n—a--certain—s^pn-se is a simple fellowZ41
Juz /io-svae,) 'ta'Z hi/t-t roxfl, <$o <_r^[pw\j - M :-

z^he French are--so impressed -at -how complex he-Vs, -and -now' J ' /
cVUl (L/C LAtC&a. fajw in re-(r{i,c^fit.C e
tn-bei-ligent he- is. It-i-s-A-nt-eres-ting, the-yVve—get---s-uc+r-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.
-far 1/tAOAq^i-i.J/ CA/teadiMr *

Li But rhe French have a great love of-"cr4-m-ina.ls—boo. They
OU^I^'C-3

love Poe, Baudelaire, anybody with a'te^fantowl mentality.

Mi ¥es-,—well it's such a regularized society. I mean Paris

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

where the feeling of being secure £s so great.that\Lt's boring.

L: 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 J9t> 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 thel^ limit could

get bad.

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

,New York,city?, you don't have that in Paris?

Mi 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 cow-M afford to be a bar hopper at six

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

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

other peopleJs-d-riutksr?- Or pickj/jn the tab for a party of four?

Li Aren't there any local bistros?

Mi You have to drink the local juice. Cognac is awful

tough to take for a night.■
Lt Vln ordinaire?

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

'hot a drinker any longer. I have to keep reminding myself.

Li> That’s the strangest thing that you've stopped-dri-nk-i-ng-,

dfou-haven’t really measured the impact of not drinking upon

your writing habits yet?

Mi No. I-’-ve—said thl-s to a few people. But not— drinking—ts

f/'s pecullar^because I've never been psychoanalyzed., .But I have a

feeling that when you stop drinking after d-rink-l-ng—for thirty

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

Beeau-s-e-my i.dea of myself keeps changing everyday* arp-l I'm

relocating my personality. I-t-'o-as-1-f I'm remaking m-v per-

s-onality. —So—£ha£- I'm much more adaptable in certain ways and

I’m more resigned in other ways. Precisely what hanpens in

psychoanalysls.

Li But you’ve been remaking your personality for years.



\/?al\) bvl I've fA
Mi but>»Till ~1n ~ist—I—-hTv-tT so—e touch with the old identity.

As if there were a roadmap in my mind. Nov/ I feel as if a
helicopter picked- me up and has- deposited me in a new place<2V^y

IW~eveT5Fda5L.wh.en--I--travel, all- I-'m--doing is leaving--this

n-ew-r.oint .of departure and going' ‘back to it. The next—day

r~tTaveT~in another "31.recti-o^. -So 7;tls-as—1-f J_nstead of travel­

ing I’m now- reconnol ter1 np0-l-f—we^-re—gwtrrprte use-a me-tepho-r—on-

how-I-i^eel-abeu-t+id&e—strirf't-dn "Ment-i-ty. It’s a most peculiar

sensation.

Li Can you comnare it to when yon were fasting? When-yeu

were-fasting,; you told me that y-otr-were-get-t-lng—oew‘1 deas

about yours elf-all -the time. Your body was changing, b.einir

flushed out.

Mi Yes, but fasting was borine. 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.

L: You need forty days.

M: No, that was twenty. Oh, you need -forty days-?- They say

something like thirty is the... /Twenty miles into a twenty-six
"6*ii htt^

mile marathon you hit the wa11P t-frey”say. -3^. 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,
ti- ■ u

-and-that worked. But it was bori ng. Letfc-ing my head idle,'

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

twenty days, except occaslonally I t-hlnk.of food.

Li What was your impetus to quit drinking?



Mi J^tFQrrHr-kfiew.. I wanted to lose some weight and I saw a

four-day diet and I started it. The diet worked. I lost seven

pounds in four days and I hadn’t had a drink for four days and

I felt fairly good. So I thought I won't go back to drink be­

cause I'll put the rounds right backi'en-. After about three

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

the fi.rst time in thirty years I hadn't been drinking and life

was Interesting. Certain things were better tha^ 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. -T-hat-.-word

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

after awhile it got to be truly Interesting in terms of numbers.,
f \

I hadn't had a drink for three months, I hadn't had a drink for

four months. Now I think I'm probably calculating not to have

a drink for a year. And then maybe go back and get drunk once

a week or something.
'll U&4- /&K--1

L: I'm 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
"M- .

you are in it day after day., Slogging away. ■!, have the feeling .

I may be writing better than I ever have. I hope I And

-l-f“-t-hl-s-l-s-true:, if I'm writing better than I ever have before,
Wl/t a

ztmore energy than I've ever had before, then. -I'm- gotegr±TE-may-be

-never go back to drinking.

L: 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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it the way Dostoevskyand soul suffering, you don't have to do

writing in a great

up to a certainYou. get nsychedcalm.

that

M:

it just long enough to

into that depression.

novel,- that I get moremonth or two on a long stretch of a

done that way-.tha^

L: You've written when you've had

No, I can't i.-f* the hangover isMi

I * d have- the.on

wri ting

without drink is that there would he no reward at the end of

faso-inati ng-.'

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

Mi That was on mescaline.

Li And that was a gift?

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

the next thought. That’s Intense enough.

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

did. You're.better off almost if you're

Mi It is boring if it is a plateau. You're usually best

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

get the writing done, Then sink back

I find that if I have to write for a

booze. /.--I—knew'when I'd finish

reward- The reason I might not be able to do serious

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

intensity whi le you're writing. It comes out of. the nature of.

•working trhgrrypn m e ■writing-. Wri ti ng 4-s~ a-lway.s Juitan-re rae-

cause .you're 4i.vi.ng in the nanic that you're going to forget 

Sb 'it ' .s- a-certain kind—©f—e-alm—beeau-se\/ou*-ve- also sai d

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

hangovers, no doubt?

too bad. I never wrote
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Mt The sentence? Yes, I have the feel inp: 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?*

Lt It's a line to be pondered. I've pondered that line for

years,

Mt I susoect it*s myMaerd tage that two hundred years from

now. j,-that-ihe equivalent tftngtccLj»oHX&-eag*»o«iw will discover
riuct, '

the nature of time and 1-e—and—behold it’s the connection of

new circuits--•and/qt that point they'll take my old moldy grave

and levitate it three feet above the ground., shine the equivalent

of a few laser 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 puts you in a sort

of primeval state? People-have told me. I have‘never had~i~t'.
rru<? b/tss

Mi Primeval is the word. I felt bllssfupfor about a half
Mm 7

hour. -T~felt true bliss, I know what true bliss i-s. I •felt'

absolutely relaxed,and my spirit was rosy I felt washed

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

kind of sexual act at the time. I felt th.a-fc wonderful tender­

ness. It was a niee^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 Munshln sayse

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

voices, only not full of shit.
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L: He was one of your great comic characters.
i~l&

M: Well, Collie to the side, the thing 3 s on mescaline that
"bliss laA&j mill,
was—the—£e-e-i 1 n-g 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 pay 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 Ti-ver had become a footbaT-t-.

Lt I-s that ,when you went to Mexico} and--y-on-r-l-}-v-er-“was

bothering you badly?

lit I-t-wa-s—i-n -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-day period. Pfe—was

-iJust—the--most—awful,. . Now I hadn’t done anything, you under­

stand, but I felt like dirt. I *”elt the way somebody who’s

respectable would feel if they had been in a truly sordid orgy
Ujors't' , i

and woke up with flashes and images of all theZ1things that '

happened. 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.

J—was—very aware^ I’m not often aware that I have a soul as
4'/! or d -Mj_

such,.I yras very aware that I did during-these three days of

.the- hangover that followed the mescaline. I felt as 1 f I out­

raged eternal things in myself. -I—was nrofonndly-d^nressedv

-I’ve-never been as depressed in my 1-3 f-e;

L: When did the line come? The- one—j-n-T-he—Beer^-P-e-rk-?

Mi Oh, in the beautiful half hour.

Li You were thinking about the book?



Mi Mo, I wasn't thinking“aUoiTt-the--'book. The book had been

on my mind and I felt a last line somewhere in 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 wore-raaehi-n-g a great, distance and
I lie

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 klng,sized bed. And this great tree of a pencil came

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

write. It was so marvelously portentous.

_ Q kla-OCr. A.' •’.C .J
-Vs- —---------------------- ...

Roll £ Take 4

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

it?

Mi Actually, if you had mescaline in you, that marvelous

church with those two onion balls probably would look like a

suburban ranch house in Scarsdale. Or the Taj Mahal?

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

always improves things.

Mi Always Improves,

L: Well, it's a scene that Emerson could appreciate,or Thoreau.

Roll 2 Take £

Li You know ArjzStotle said that the only sure sign of genius
i *was- the ability to create great metaphor.

[ Mi I'd say th9 ability to create great metaphrn^l-nd-i~ea-t-es-~a
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sound talent,. a ..l^Ege- taten-t ,- but- n ot- g-en-l-ws..

^ortH-iftwh- Metanhor 1s an equation. When you say I see Goh

in the yellow, you’re saying God is equal to th» yellow in

this painting. T rTrir^s^ar^- eqpa-tl-on,.. Maybe great metanhors

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 nenetration 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 or t’’o

from Austria?

Roll R Take 1

L: Norman-a Alfred Kazin has that marvelous metanhor about

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

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

a book like Executi on er1 s Song, the metanhor wouldn't -work

beoa-u-s-e y/our style has changed so much. You've moved from

mode to mode and nobody can seem to find a metanhor to match

it^
• j-

M: I think on £he Ex ecut i oner's 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

Can you think of a metaphor that would somehow capture

I don’t havq one at my finger tips.Mi

L:

they’ve

thi s

in

theyenormous number of shifts and changes in your style over
\ \ • \

thiry "years of writing?

There isn't one to capture it?

got you in a metarhor, you’re off on something new. Has

5 got anything tO’ do with your personal life? The changes

difficulty trying to capture you. As soon as they think

I don't think any of the critics do either. A great

No

our own life? I'm thinking of Picasso's life.

Rcil-l—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?

Ms 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 happy in my sixties.

I was miserable in my thirties and my fifties have(been\ not7

quite so exciting as my forties. Probably because I was

in—fche-sratTes and'-T wa-s fifty in the seventies and the seventies

-wa-s not an exci ting or

politically speaking^")

attract!ve.

I look forward to the eightle.^ff\ -J—tM-nk

that .-may 4^^h-en^-IJ^'^:'n"“rhy^sltx-t4re-s,
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Roll 8 Take J

Ls That will be the time when^some of the large work you’ve

been working on for ypars^-we-'-H^ee port! ons-of that-in the*

■=«i.ghti-e®=»
kof’

M: I^<:nLt--t-h-i-nk I’rethinking practically. It’s more Just

a matter of numbers. Haven't you ever noticed how r-e-epLe-r. . . .

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 numerologist or anything

of that sort; I tend to distrust numerologists much more than

astrologists.
T) d-8*

Li ‘ I'he Idea of being 62 ■wh-en-ev-er-—i-t-wi 11 -be-,—ha-s some appeal?

Mi Certain numbers anneal to me more t'nan 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 64J

that's rather nice. 2 times 2 times 2 makes 8. Children,

long before they realize such functions as exponential!ty,

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

h&ve their attractions and their miseries for me. I look for-

1 ward

L: writing is

to being sixty. I detested becoming fifty.
an

The thought of retirement from/actlve life of

not something you're considering?
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Mi I don’t know if I can ever retire. I’ve got nine children

and unless one of them strikes it rich and moves tremendously

generous as far as taking care not only of me and my wife,

but also Mtth.'”Iu1'ig »» ,of all the other kids, it seems

tome 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 at some noi nt>a—-long-the-way. Because- the one

trouble with writing year after year after year is—-you—t-ry

ijgpj’-B'wyt anything dogged from getting into y-oUT’ style. -Maybe

-you succeed and maybe you don’t, bit'an awful lot that’s

dogged gets into your nervous system. -So —I—f-ee 1 mireh—more

14-k-e—a—busl-ness-exeeu-t-l-vo at this noi-nt^ sn far ac wy-neweir

«_gcu—than-“a—wrl-to-r^ When T’was" younger [ihe beauty of being a t -g-
<-1 I-'.'. ' ’ ------- -- ---------- ------ y

writer is, you can indulge -long moods, SG’ilful:-s&©oa®« 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's as if I've done my exploring and klfl&y

all I want to do is get the work out now, I remember talking

with Henry Kissinger and he sai d, something -P-d-i-d-n-i-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—4©n-*-t

■hav-e-new ideas„ -essont-ially. I'm still working on all the
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ideas I mined ^-on^-mys-eT? when I was In my thirties and -in

jny forties. Now 1 can use them. I had no trouble with The

Executi on er * s Song, for instance, because I thought out all

those things. The, exploration that Gilmore was making in

his life was one^I had made i-n—pa-ra-lleT in mine. So I didn't

have to stop and say, "Is this man right or wrong?" As I

came across his thoughts in his letters, I'd say to myself,

I had thoughtsJjces, I understand that.
TH 45 /k<A? 4

few years ago." When I-worfesn-.my novel
A

much like that a

about Egyptglfcd-sn-Mr

as—5rf—J—hav«-"tcr-d-i-seover- a great deal for reys-el f----- J-t-':s—more-
y j<2 j

a ma-tte-n-o-f ^nien I started readinc about Egypt , "My Lord, there

are so many ways in which those neoule thi nk the wav I t-hi-n-k-.

I've .got to go back to them- and write about them." I-n—that-
__ I

-s-en-s-e;.! would like six months to just wander around, to sit

in the sun, to think, to see if I can still think. I'm really

a machine of productl on 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, his not

been too unjust to me.

Li 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. It is more of an

occupation of territorites I reconnoitered years ago. 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 w-IT-h—Zolathe_.sam.e

oe-eurjped-.to--h-l-m.. He spoke about when he was young hi s thoughts

would come so quickly that his hand could not keep up with



them-a-s--he—w-rot-e, As he grew older the thoughts slowed down,
X ?J? .WtfnL’. 5/1

but that was all r1mht|£cause now his hand could wrl^c-aa

fa-st-—a^4Ter±1'Tought -and 1 t-w-as-tire -pnrf-ect—ra-t-e-.- Something of

the same sort has hapnened to me. -BeeaHee I dd-d a lot of
tXe4 5

. th-lnlcAng- when I was younger _-®=iTew—tak-eanar-y-o-P t-hes-e—ideas

arsl develop Vhem, put1 leaves on th® bare branches. It’s
U

satisfying-but it 1s not quite as heady and thrilling as. once

Li' was. I’m not as Interesting to myself as I used to be.
-<r—'--------------- ---- ------------------ ----- —7 '______ ____________

L: What about the need for new ideas0 fc^eug-h-?- Do you still
- _ CL I C'Ll I '
feel that thirst for new-i-d,eas4?

Ms No,1! don't. Because I’ve had so many new-ddeas over

the years. I don't speak vai nglori ously/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 _ (
I was not up to myself. Now very often days will go by and

I dufvdi have a new Idea.

Li But you've got the card F1 le of all the old Ideas to go

back to.

Ms- Well, I live with all the old ideas. Part of it 1s natural

“I—m-ean—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— hnd-te-44-v-e—»4^h—te+rertr. I 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—thi nk , somet-ljns-s—s-upe-rf-irCi-ally^,

but iiuiitrtT191esb> I think I could connect arny^hdWfe-^-m-^nlklng^
t
Xabou-b--to almost anything else in my universe.
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Li it almost sounds like the history of an institution.

Mi Wei 1,'''that was an unkind cut, Mike. Ha*, I think anyone

who tries to build a coherent philosophy for thems-el-v-es goes

through that sort of intellectual, I won't say Intellectual

journey r-"£>ut that sort of construct! on of an

i institutional edifice.

L: Are your former books presences in your cast that you

cm refer back to? In this book you conquered this territory;
4-(U' /jfOtin J \

in this book you reconnoitered here-, and they sort of guide-,

"posts to “1 c ok- - ha c - -—on--,—to -r-e-fer -to ?

M: I must say that I never think a territory is something

that I conquered., -I—-think rather that that’s the place—where-

J did my best -on—th-a-t-theme-,1 —I*m not sati sfied with any of

my books. I think they all could have been considerably betteig^_

than—they- -are» —That goes “for every last one of -them-. -T-l-ook

‘back-with a certain satisfaction. I feel that I've'written 

a number of good books and that maybe a few of them are very
15 J

good. A I don't think I've yet come anywhere near writing a 

great book. I'm not going to be altogether satisfied

-u-n-le-s-s-T—d<?---so by my own lights. That unless I'm able to say 

at the end of my career, "Oh, yes, you finally did bring one 

off to your own satisfaction."

Li The great book that you hope to write, will that require

some new ideas or are you going 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 been before. So it is not at all certain
iC

to me that I can bring_off^J-hPs—-fc-h-r-ee-par-t- novel-. I think
I’ll be able to, but I’m not laying odds on' i’t-. It’s^an even

money bet.

Li You're off to a hell of a good start.

Mi 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
v'.. . p . '' if AsyJ&s.

Lt, No, but I've heard Bob Lucid and I've heard about your-

say; it's an amazing book.

Mi WeHr-amazl-ng, I—mean- chapter for chapter there is

amazing stuff in it. If you read a chapter here or a chapter

t he rethat"!-’would null out,, you would say, "Wow." But the

question is whether it will hold up. It's one thing to write
/5 , /

wonderful chapter^ but will the book as a whole be something.

aad—will it also be. .-.- It's not enough for a great book to

have great writing. A great book finally has to live in other

people's flesh“arFb=mbn4s arwb i t has to change them. When I

think of great books, I think of books that have changed my

'life.*). —-_______ __
; . =• “ hrs
1 Li You’re experienced enough and/professional enough

'writer to know the -difference between the good emotion

feel fthen you finish wrl ti ngbsomething and the emotion

satisfaction you’re going to feel five years later when you

-K-iThi s book is absolutely beyond my measure of anticipation.

■eh-o, I don’t know if I’m going to be able eve-r to bring it off.

as a

you

of
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I think I'll finish the Egyptian novel because I’m two-

thirds through it. I've then cot 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 sit down and become some­

what familiar with science fiction, which I've never readj4

I’m going to have to get up on the most advancedastro-pliysl cs .

that~=i*e.=iiaveavai -labile now-. Fdwjj.t will be p difficult

"study for me because I'm not smart that way at all any longer-

even though I did study engineering on-co in college. ~Bwf

■their I'm going to have to get up on all that stuff, knowing

_thadr dt-is all going -fro be, that I'll have to throw it away

after I absorb it. The tliu only value it had for my novel is
• - ■ •

that the narrator of that novel would have.-t©- say at a certain

point, "Yes, back in the 20th century they believed this and44*

this was true about the universe. How wrong they weret" So

•that book=ls going to staggeringly difficult to write something

that will be serious in that book and at the same time won't
kvyii*-a ■

be jurst absurd to our modern mind. It's going—±o lb.e-d.-n—my

rwlnd as the writer-. Then, o-f course-, l.he third book, which I

look forward to 1 f I ever-got—to-U-t-} will be contemporary.

That will have all the demands of writing a modern--noval_,—whi ch.

is no simll-t-a-sk-.-,. So we'll see. There is nothing automatic

or routine about these books.

Li Will your short story "The Last Night." have any

influence ov the later novel? That-was such--a fine short story.
‘v'JWiS a-r you. >

Mt :Yes, it's going to be in the second novel. .But I'm not
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If 5
telling you how. “Fha-t-S? not going to be the story of the

second novel, it’s just going to be 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. •Stt ihey will a-11 truly be three parts of the same

novel, But in the way a tree might grow and have three

trunks growing out of a common root.
ljLi~~\Wi If red 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?

L: When he wrote to you to ask you what you would like to

be if you weren't a writer.

Ms And what did I say?

Lt You said you wanted to be a lazy lover with a lot of

womgn at your command.

Ms And he said then that I was a mathematical ...?

Lt He said you were a child prodigy of mathematics.

Hi Well, I'm not all together impressed with Sheed's accuracy.

And if that is an examrle of it, his remark is not well-founded.
(

I used to get "A’s" in mathematics, but that doesn’t make you

a chiJd prodigy. In fact, in jany math class of thirty men,

thjere were always three or four who were better than me. He

said sadly.

Li Nevertheless, -5—think you were able to master the mechanics

of the space flight. I think your explanat1 on of how the 
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moon shot worked is as goo<1 as anything I've tver read/H

Better than the astronauts' explanation.

Mi Yes, but that doesn't,make me a mathematical prodigy.

It just means that for one month in- my life I was good at

exposition-.



Session No. 3s The Golden Bear ^sthaus, Berchtesgaden(November 19, 1980)

P. 52: 7 lines down: the pencilled-in phrase, "in tune with" is not my

phrase; it's yours and was drooped inadvertently.

p.5U: The material on Naked on the bottom half of page was done over in

another, better take later on.
g.

p. 58: The stuff on Freud here is very good, but you say it better (and differrit-

ly) in the final session. So I cut it.

p.61: I thought seriously about ending this session with the line hh in

the middle of the page: "There were a thousand gods but only one sun."

The following question and answer are very good though, and I left

them in. This following question deals with both Hemingway and Chaplin,

which complicates things because you say almost the same thing about Chaplin

on p. 98. Your eye needed on this one.
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a little bit like athletes; they're spontaneous. I've got/

Roll £ Take 1 "The Golden Bear"--B°rchtesgaden QfJoi/ lct :
^-77 ~~ -------

L: I—saw—you- on Tom Synders recently talk shew. You
- ' yi'id -Hf.o.r

said that you never questioned your instincts,, writers are 

two questions. One, why do you have such great faith in 

your instincts and your unconscious? I-'m -assumingf they’-re’ 

^connected;. And number two, aren't .athletes a little less

spontaneous than that? I mean, they are really very

disciplined people.

Mi Well, T make remarks orf the top of my head that have

a kernel of truth in th°m. And then I have to thin'1'- about

them afterwards. -So, if I said I always followed my instincts

/what I meant was., that I usually follow my i nsti nctsj f-or-oner

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

I'm going to write, I always ^ollow my instincts. Not that

I always follow my Instincts in every last thing I ever do,

because lik-e-everyone else, ir I did that I would end up in

jail. -I—think with athletes what you have i a.

H-tt-l-e drama whi ch tea athletes tend to be people who can trust

their instincts for a long time—at least the instincts of

their body. And—frhw'.mtgwenr. they get to the noint where

can ’t-fchunrtr-thai.'g* i nsti nets--itr other irordr trhen^th.-- have

followed their deepest instinct and they lose the game, they’r

in a lot of trouble. I thin1'" athletes first come Into contact 

with despair when their instincts betray them. So with all

those amendments, I'll still sunport the remark.



51

Li I'm assuming again that your Instincts are connected

to your unconscious In some way. Why can't the unconscious

be as error prone ns the conscious?

Mt Oh, well it is probably nart of my philosophy,/ such—as-

ii—i^s-s---- WM-ch—tu-’that I thi nt that-the ... zYou know the

famous story of Shelley. He rushed up'to a mother and he

seized a two-month old infant out of her arms and he held up

the infant and he said, "Babe, speak. Rev°al your immortal

truths I" In other words, he believed that the infant was born
5’/<ei/A''

knowing everything-, and like Plato--he was a great Platonist

at that point . was Sbel-loy-=— he believed that the education

you received when you are young obfuscates the instinctive

knowledge with which you are born. And that you 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 appreciation of the universe and we lose it i rr

ou-r-ear-ly-.-.. the first two weeks, the first two months, or

the first two years of our lirep, we lose i-t-; Then we spend

the rest of our lives trying to gain it back. To—t-he—d-egrree
Art A

Awe* ve-l-eot—i-t by the—tbirre-we*re six years old, the school

system makes certain that we lose it all over again. And I

don't think this is so evil. It is rather in the nature of

things. Tt—wa-s-Intended that way,. We're supposed to lose
!/\

it and regain it. Every religions 4;aJbe-that yow have oooner

or—1-at^er has the theme of the fall .and the redemption. I

think it is impossible to conceiv.e of any achievement of know-
w<i ctfw r coinedi

ledge without that fall. BeonufHt—knowledge <i(s something 
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that we/merely-recei veyby opening; ourselves to it, at least

in the West.^, l-et-Us—sa-y-,—vw—ssps-tt—e-on-oc-l-v-e--of -tha t-. -And--ve

aS-d^-fTud'-dih-nre=ks^=-@r most o-f—us f 1 nd/somethl ng -repellent

about Hindu philosophy. An-d- what is repellent abeu-t-d-t 1s

the idea that you receive wisdom without making a Faustian

effort. The idea that the more you relax, the more you -g-1-ve
tw/We

yourself l.nt-o, the universe, the move 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. I-t-'swhat we're built to do.

Li Like Melville peeling away the layers of the onion to
A. -/AX-

get the inn^most center, or Ahab trying to strike at the center.

Mi Well, if you're going to peel the layers of the onion,

w3 secretly believe that it helps if you cut off a finger or 

twq^vhile peeling the onion. 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■
Z7' “J C'xtwenty-five / I knew I was going to be a writer or thought’"T

W? probably goingto be a writer the rest of my life, and so-

I started to form a habit of consulting my instincts all the

time. Looking for them, they hide. The instinct—is-cften

like a toad h-M-ia-g 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 in the way of your
& '-&>(> i$ o--

instlncts because conti nuati on of that education

that's burying the instincts.

Li If you had that advantage as a young man of having enough 

curse of

hangman who nuts the noose around your neck, is like a medieval

pushes you off the trestle and then jumps on your back. You 

money coming in, at the same time you^had what some people
___

being labled with early promise." Cyril
A

that telling a young writer he's got promise Connolly once said

-had some struggles with that whole thing, didn't you? You 

were twenty-five and ...

M: To have early success is obviously a mixed blessing. I

went through the bends. •k one reason I've always been

interested in pri ze fighters is that

prd-ze ■"+ght er. . . I f j nd an analogy

and the1, expcrlence of certain kinds

if I

between my own.pe"T-ie'~1en ce

o*“ rri ze-f-txhteTs . Occasion

ally you find a prize fighter--Leon Spin>s--a youns" prize

fighter who before he knows whether he can really fighte>or not,
A d

=-win-s a lucky fight or two and, lo and behold-, m.e’s champ.

...And he doesn't really know i f he can fight. That's terrifying
orffer

That happened to me wlirh The Naked and the Dead. I can under­

stand what Spinks went through;, afterward. I mean all that

idiotic behavior after he won the championship and beat All

came rron the fact that he wasn't ready for 1 t.Qa-t^^all;^ .■ and he

didn't know whether he was still <a--p<yjTr-fd-ght-e-r oT a main -event

fighter in a small club or champion of the world. And so he

lost all sense of who he wa^aiewl-^-^_^:-l.t’ s very important if



^you don't have an identity, It's very important to have sound

and established elements that you can refer to. .X©m—■fmew,

If you say to yourself. "I'm heavyweight champion of the world,”

it helps if youAsay to yourself "Yes, and I also beat Joe Frazier

George Foreman and twenty-two other guys." Spinks couldn't 
Ad, u

, a He could say.”1 beat Mohammad Alj because I am very
. _,d,------- ,nj ,----------------- ------- n That

say that

good,” or "I beat Mohammad All because he is very old.

double sense of Identity. T-ha-t-~.-e-an-s—t-ha-t ft’
........ ( u !■ ■ '< -b rr

tlme you have a thought you-gotta refer to two places.

creates a u.—
Ln-e l uU

Spinks as chamni on had to say to h-iins
OK’ / y

because I'm magnificent; they say

laughing at me and I'm not magnificent, I'm a false champion.

•mSc.. that creates great dl sturbance/b^cause you-m-ighfr that

your psychic economy is not working properly.

D: Are you saying t-hen that you—f-elt after writing The Naked

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 knewj/t’, I felt very uncomfortable with the book. I felt

fame has been handed to me, I don't deserve it. I felt terrible 
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about it~~i-ru_ other ways because I was not a part-i-cul'arl y pood /

soldier. If you took a hundred guys In an outfit, you'd j

I probably listje as the 70th or ROth from the~bes± soldier.
______________________________ ~ I

Roll 2 Take 2

Ds \ GoAng—baeb-tcathe-comparjson you made with Spinks being

a—chamblon without having fought a lot of fights—a false
>1 Dp

crC-ham-nl-em A^fou mean that after having so much success with Ha

Naked and the Dead , yasrrr-old-wri ti ng the novel, becoming
------------------------— ■ '
s7cr~suce-es-s-fud^ "that you -felt you were a false chamnion?

Ms Well I felt two ways at once. On the one hand I believed

my reviews, on the other hand I felt that they weren't accurate

at all. I knew that The Naked and the Dead had been Influenced

by a great many writers. By Hemingway, by Farrell, by Stein­

beck, by Tolstottz', 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 experience of being at war and I had

written this book. And to top it all, I hadn't been a ve^y

good soldier. If you pick a comnany, in my case a calvery

troop, of a hundred men, maybe there were 75 or P0 soldiers

who were better than me-r-bef ove-you got to me—Ln terms of
abili-ty^as « soldleij? So I felt I was a bit of an imposter.

On the other hand, I had all these wonderful reviews and also

h^d the experience 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
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same thing happened to Spinks. Spinks had two views of

the other, he didn't really know how to fight.

f 1 ghter,

he had to have two halves of his mind Jto receive

Other, half

wlth her she doesn't know if she loveslove affair beca’

or hates the man or she doesn't know whether the man loves

or hates her. When we don't know if

is either A or Z, we become obsessed

ment to Spinks, when anyone said "You're a/great

a -Tluke. Either he beat Mohammad All the great champion or

himself. One, he was the be^t rlghter in the world, and

I half said to himself "You're wonderful," and—the

(___sald "These people are 1 yln-g-ta_you=»" Now that's the nature

it. On e

Mohammad- All the- old -man. And so when anyone gave a compli

Obsession 1s when we feel two ways about-'one

question. We sneak of a young girl and. say she i>s obsessed

of obsession.

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 people.

r~Roll 10 Take 1

/ L: Norman, you were talking about the nature of obsession,

/ z-the difficulties of being a young writer. You were not sure

' whether to listen to your critics or to that harsh inner voice

'that sdys maybe you were over-nrai sed.^ Could 11 be, that al 1
?•'' ('h

that- good- cri-t.1 ci sm you received from Naked that--got -you

started in some large psychic, In some large cosmi c way, is 
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compensation for some of the cheap shots that people took

at you In later years? Some kind of balance there?

Mi Y-ea/^brtl <inn11. . . - Reallyllf I have one virtue that

I cla1 m )t-o—by-n-ew-, 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- .1it forced me to grow and change in ways I never

would if I hadn't had it. -So that my life in those years

I consisted of a series of forced marches. I had to take my

personality and move it, not rrom 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 1n 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.

Mi At the time it seemed like a curse. I don't think there

were any years in which my loins felt emptier or old er than,

during those years from twenty-five to thirty. I felt like

an old man during that period^beeause 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 Sho~ne is...

Ms Barbary Shore is a reflection op the intense anxiety and

paranoia I felt in those years. To go back to Spinks. 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
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/ her man. It’s terribly exhausting. Every woman understands

I that fe.ellng“to-~be going In two directions at once 1s intol-

erable^and wears one out. The advantage of-kt , the reason

why I say It was terrible at the^tlme end gave, a great advantage

to me, is that 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,

"Oh God, there's Sigmund Freud. What am I going to do with

Sigmund Freud? I can’t get through S1gmund Freud." You know,,

the thing that has been theour.se of practically every southern

writer in Ameri ca Is that they have too much respect for Freud.

"There’s that New York where Sigmund Freud visited and lived.
I / x x

There’s that great big wall of the inpenetrable. Those people

are too smart for me." You see what I knew at an early age
hfa psye/i.».oy's > 'b.

was that they weren’t that smart. Nobody knew what it was all
' I

about j.cause nobodv had an experience remotely like mine.

L: You've compared yourself to Brinks. I've also heard

•jyeu—eay-J.n. an. 1 ntervi ew, you compared yourself to you
a. /s 0/called yourself the "Ezzard Charles of literature" which I

thought you were being enormously modesty .as a later writer.^...,

M: No, I'd still say that. You know when you compare the

size, the true stature of Hemingway and Faulkne^, you talre

writers like Bellow and Cheever and Updike and myself and..-

Wa’kt-=rs-let's- sa.Va you-know I can name eight or ten writers
VZ..’

today you certain people would say is the best writer in America.

John Barth, Bernard I’.alamud, ar-l-o-t—of—r>eonle you could—n-ame-.-

Pynchon, Nelson Algren, you can go through the list. Name

theour.se
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ai- o i
after name. You find that out of t-^-ent-y people, none-of themy'"1.

H o begin to havev-myrrel’''^1w eluded-, the stature or Hemingway orto
Faulkner. So in that sense, I’d say tetwt anyone who says I'm

the most important writer in America today, I'd sav>1 f I am,

I'm still the Ezzard Charles or the heavy-weight division.

L: You don't thin1' that Hemingway’s reputation has slipped
you

in the last ten years? -Feopl-e'..beg.i n to take a close look at

his writing and yours and Fynchon's and Bellow? You, Pynchon'

Land Bellow are the three I hear.. I don't hear Melson Algren

named as one of the best American writers. I hear you, I-ynchon

and Bellow. T-hose are 'the names- I hear.

Mi Well,

Hemingway.

I don't know. We're all vastly more complex than
Uet vt. -'co

But I gotta tell you that after I wrote The Ex-

ecuti on er' s -Song, I went back and F looked
S?
/Cause now I was writing in a simple style.

at Hemingway again.

And that sty-l'e-

.remarkable.. And the older I get, the more I know about writ­

ing, the more remarkable Hemingway's style seems to me. I

mean I know his flaws Inside out. I've loved and hated him

as if 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. "Ernest,

how could you do what you did to us? How could you leave

us in the lurch?" is the feeling that, not only I had bub so

many writers had towards him. But he is a remarkable writer.

His sense of the English language^! ’d~say^ 1 s virtually primi­

tive in its nower to evoke scenes and mood and to stir the

senses.
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Li What do you think he would think of Execute on er's Song?

Mi What would he think? He'd read It and hate It and say

"That Is bad Hemingway 1" He'd loathe that book. But you

know he was a prick, let's face it.

G (Gebhard) t If we were to compare Ali as -a-P-l-gh-t-er with

an author, All's an exception because he started—ou-t--f-kght-tn-g

"and’ worked his way ur> to be a good fighter. T-hat'-s- an ex­

ception if-you compare 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 Geld Blood. 'Then they -get-had
........ .............

ofr-ge.t worse-and have difficulties. So All wouldn't be a com­

parison to authors, I think. All always worked up step
Is-'-’

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?

agree with youZ examnle at ali^Mi No, actually I don't

Gebhard<r because- Ali actually- is very much like Hemingway^

*4-f ’.you’re going to look for a parallel; First of all, he-

a dominated hi-n di vi si oi^jentirely-, Second , of alb, Hemingway
—Mzz/

-put-ln a considerable apprenticeship. He didn't just become

famous? $e did put in a number.of years writing short stories
kayo.

and working on newspapers. -So heahsd? h~d-»st a tremendous

amount of experience as a writer before he became prominent.
.z] ’

but more than neople realize. >lAli had a number of .fights

but Hut that--ma-ny before he was champion. /j’Ali was a young



61

I thxchampion

'eaten that

And then, likefight a seven

/when he became

;Aood people vrh'e He went J ntoL that

twenty or twenty

Hemingway, he remained chamnl on for a long, long time(rp.n-d

A^

Very much like Hemingway,

very vain llk^Hemlngway was vain. eanmrt~"bea-r—eomee-t-l-t-ton-
C Oil IA M • ’/
onrr^jt^bear^he idea that anyone around could be nem-e-teiy as

good as he is. No, I think there 1-6- a wonderful study t-ha-t

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. You know in Egypt life eas very slmnle

finally. There were a thousand gods but therewas only one sun.

*\ G* There-are exceptions then. Hemingway on one side-arid" -z

-Ait on the other. If you go back to Sol nks -hw, he won a

very important fight at the beginning and had these difficulties

All came up gradually. Or is that Incorrect?

Ms All came up quickly, like Hemingway, -not- that— qui c-kly-

A not as quickly as Spinks at a LI. AU was prepared to be champ^-

lon when he became champion. He was the best fighter around

when he became champion.

L: So was Hemingway.

Mi Hemingway was the best writer around when he had---that

•tremendous reknown. They were alike in other ways. They

hated anyone that was near them. Hemingway's love for Scott

Fitzgerald diminished rapidly once he became the number one

man. Because Fltzgerald was too good.
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' Lt What about the later career? I mean?All’s later career

I Isn't quite as brilliant as his early career. Isn't the
I r

something true of Hemingway?
Mt That^s (spughly true. All's later career was^more brilli-

antj^ynu-ml^*rt~s-7a-5S. than Hemingway's. Because All did some­

thing which Hemlncway never quite did. When All got old he

still won a couple of great fights. All beat Foreman when

he was already over the hill . Foreman was q?ot«nb Pally a more

frightening and awesome fighter than All was -at the,,pol,nt

they met. But All used such artistry that f-i-n-aH-y 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 had a lot of skill and guile at the end, but

he didn't make the b!g knock-out, to use that metaphor, in

his later books.

M: No, he did not.

L: I think you said onde that one of the best things Heming­

way wrote in his later career was tile Pari s Revi ew Interview.

Mt Yes, that was the best thing. That and maybe Movable■ ! I-------
Feast.

Lt Because The Old Man and the Sea ....

■.^.Mt The Old Man and the Sea was not a good book, I don't thjrk.

Ds I'd like to go bac> to The Naked and the Dead. ■We-talked’’^

about—being a false champion. I remember In an- interview

on&e—,you were twenty-three years old when you started that

book, you were twenty-five when it was published and it was a



, and that is that, yon—had- never realized how much

L
said something I thought was quite

-you—knew. Carter looking at that book and reading it again,

you were suprised at how much you

anyone can deny <i-n—t-enas—of—-.s-byl’S
_ (JVfoji,
But Hemingway 'coudd never write a

knew. 'For me- I don't think
r

the brilliance of Hemingwayf
-flA

book like. Naked, and the Dead

in which you're talking about fascism coming to America,

technology and t-he kinds of themes^thnt .y ou- have- dealt w-i-tel 

‘in the past twenty-five, 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.

D: But that's not the same as saying his talent is bet-t-er-?

M: Well, I think it is. You know you can have actors who

can do wonderful things. They can be marvelous character

actors like Paul Muni who can play just about any part on

earth. Then you get someone like Nonroe who in.the technical

sense has a very small talent. But she can come out and hold 

a little mandolin in her hand and play a little ditty and

wonderful things hapren to neople. Let's take an example

that people would argue about less. I would guess that in

the technical sense bhe-re—were—:H-m-i-tati- ons™bo Charley Chaplin'■3 o
-I—think-.. probably that there are any number of actors who can/\*
do a creditable imitation of Chaplin and also play fifty roles

that Chaplin could never go near. And yet we would never

argue that they were greater actors than Chaplin. Even though

they might give you ninety-five percent of Chaplin. Chaplin

plucked a nerve in us that very few artists could reach.
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There’s almost never any argument about who the great artists

are, Becau-s-e what they do is so p-rof ound you can't argue

wi th it.
------

Lt Dwight Macdonald says that Chanli n couldn't do the long"

film, but he was great with 'those shorter films.

Mt Well, I think Monsi.eur Verdoux is quite a film.

Lt That's the only exception.

M: That's quite an exception.



Session No. 1;.: University of Munich (November 20, l?8o)

pp. 65-66: I've dropped Jeff's intro, which is only partially given
in the transcript.

p. 67: I have suggested starting with the question on Jews and politics

not so much for its intrinsic merit but because it is part of a

chain of echoes on Jews, Nazis and the banality of evil that runs

through the whole ihterview. It could be dropped and the session

could start with the first question on women's lib on p. 69.

p. 68: Dropped the stuff on anta: architecture and homogenization—

It is stated better in the final session.

p.73: This is the first of two questions on existentialism in this
(pp.80-81)

session. I've dropped this one; the second one/is superior.

pp.76-80:The material on Gilmore and capital punishment is dropped

because you have said this in the Fh.ra.de piece.
..S?

pp.85: The exchange on women's lib on these pages is one of the best

in the interview. You best her, but she argues well.
have also

pp.71-72: You/discussed Song and American virtue in the Buckley interview

and I have excerpted this discussion as a possible short take. But

this one is better, I believe.

Fh.ra.de
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v ~j~Roll 11, 12, 13 & 1J+ University Lecture Hall QfJoV'lo')

I Introduction by Davis (Quote from Hailer’s "The White Negro")

D: Vrobably, we will never be able to determine the psychic

havoc o\ the concentrate on camps and the atom bomb upon the

unconsciou^ mind of almost everyone alive in these years.

For the firat time 1 n 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 minor 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 statist! calXoperation i n 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

machina in a gas chamber or a radibactive city;...

The Second World War presented^* 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 agonies and contractions 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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/^■^uesti ons about his own nature?"

And George Steiner has written: "Either a literature d.s

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 newx'manner of man. Norman

Mailer is among the honest men. /Hp'strlves to know at the

peril of moral chaos what it 1szthat has been loosed upon

the world and whether art can cope with it." With that I

would like to i ntroduce-'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 -b'een 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 fS-budent) 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, ji may say"Next Question.What's

your question?

Ss Are you Jewish?

Mi Yes.
S: You are Jewish, (cau-s e—i-n-te-res-t4-ngl y en ough. . ^wha t

kind of role does the Jewish community play in^.the Uni ted States
<-7i /

•day? Andywhat's t-h6 influence on Amer) can politics?



another. Generally speaking, the Jewish people in America
r
have been more associated with the Democratic Party than the

M/ /The Jew!sir'communi ty is no more a monolithi c communi
/S

the German community IsaJl-(of one piece..than, let’s" say

There is a powerful Jewl-shpoliti cal group in America just. Z

as there'-is a powerful Iri s.h/ftoli't'i/al group, powerful I tali ah

politi cal group, a powerful Protestant pd'Mpti cal gpoun irr

America. In .Am er 5can there^any number of powerfu olitical

groups.and they form alliances and they go to war with one

great many

orce in—Amepi-can—li-Ce that moves in')on direction. But what

is back of your question? What is your opinion?

of----them supported Reagan. The/Jews are s-imply not

Republican Party. However, in the last election a

—JErthtnk—-after—the eTecti-on- o-f- Reagan—tha t—Israel_Ls.

. mi 1-1-ta-py-Xorc.e.S—might be strengthened by the electi on of ReacaA
[ "And—a—n-ew—movem en-t—might -com ein—American—po±lrtj es be cause/l\J~

-
think that the American Jews do have some influence not only

I in financial aspects but also cultural aspects.

Mi The Jews have a great deal of influence on Ameri can poll cy^;

dn-many--ways . Pollti clans

about insulting the Jews.

in America are notoriously fearful

Because the—Jews are very sensitive

about being Insulted and they tend to organize around that

principle. However, I don’t find myself altogether sympathe­

tic to that. Bweae®®- I^donJ-t. think .that-anti --ant-1—Semit-i-am-

i_s—a—poli-t-i-cal-posi ti on. In other words, .among the—Jews-we
often mock Jews who are too patriotic as Jews. We say 'ChatQ—■- -

the on-ly idoa ttert^they■ have—In thei-p-mlnds Js to _say, "Is thls
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/'’Qrc • r

good for the Jews?" Now, I’m never Interested in toyen-e who

become too proud, -too—s-e-l-F—centeredtoo concerned wi

.is. too self-consciously ethnic. I think that any people who

special qualities a-l-so tend to destroy their ability to reason
d- t 6*-/ f

-<-subt±yT That happened to the German neople at a period we all
~fo ^tCh- luz^ tgxz

know about. ItH-s—i-n-da-n-gnr of h.%pnen-i-rig—to-th-e-Jewish people. -

happening—to—t he—black—p-e o-p-1 -e-. • -T h c r e --i-S— a--1 anderFey^fn—

I -t-he-twentleth—een-t-u-r-y—because-of the, v-ou -m-Ve-ht. sayiThe overall
tendency of the twenti eth century^te—honrog-end-ze^gyery-J.

—t-h-l-ng, to make everyone like everyone else, to—ma-^e 'men and

women like each other,...to mate countries like each othei^i bed­

cause of the vast need of the technologi cal— society--.—-®re-^o.^
kl. Cc-’riia^Xebhrto-l-ogi-cal 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 nathnr—than double unitsgj

.^4£-J_iaa;y- speak—i-n-t-ha+—f-ao+d urr." In other words , 1 f the com­

puter has to deal with men and women, that is twice as diffl-

cult as if the computer has to deal with human units. -So
(\ M

there is an overall tendency in the tewes-tieth.. oontury^oy

("everything to fit into the same mold. For instance, all the

new buildings in Munich look like allthe new bui Idi mrs in Dallas.

Every airport in the world looks like every other airport

in the world, and they all look atrocious. Z'n counter to
6g.

that -ifi=bhls- other tendency dn people to become very ethnic,

to. insist on their own lirOTVliltratlty, t-he-i-r—own—specd-a-lty.

That’s fine as an antidote .to the worid-wide spread~rrf--bech^_

n-ol-ogys, 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:
^^fs'thTs- 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.

hind I think 1 l, ki-n-g.

Si IXemhke-j: 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. fAnd I wanted to become more attrac­

tive to girls. Grrrrernrd-iyyy-ou—d-o—s.omethi_ng because.you -are—good j_

-at—i-t. 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 listena I would say, "I'm just not good at anything.

I'm average," I'd say. " J-Jian-tyt q—be—g^od_-ate---sx>mrXh4-afp.-!;-

And then, lo and behold, in my first year at college, I dis­

covered that writi ng was—an—e^fci-k-i-n-g—pursuit r-f-Or-^re-.—I-t—was

^nFehgagl-n^5--aut4 vi ty. It seemed to me that I might even be

good . at—1-b. So I keot at it. The conclusi on to the story is

_not without some hanniness.

S (£smaie^s What is your attitude towards women’s lib?

Mi I am half in agreement with women's lib and hair jn

opposition. I agree with all the arguments women's lib 

that state that schematically, 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 see them. So I

think they did mejt-h», personally, the small disservice of

deciding that I was the greatest sexist in America. To which
J

I always useT'to renly ‘ft©—"Ladles, you have not been.4 >
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?

M: To begin with, when I wrote the book about Gilmore, I

wasn’t necessarily looking to criticize anyone or anything.

tt-m: are-s-ba-r-t-Vi-g—a bonk. Z4- book wlAl- take several years

of your life. A book will age you as you write it. It will

drain you and it will ruin your disposition. So you don't

decide to do a—book for superficial reasons. Writing a book

.Jaagt? someth! ng that approaches.,-^£xi>--yotrrs-e4:f, a profound motive,

when you start to do a book. ytm-i—stwi-rt—be—4o a book for

Is a little bit like getting married--at least getting married
\Z1 ((■—■ ■ ~

for a few years. -'And for—t-ha-t—msm-yyou gen-e^a-J-l y hav-e-nt

no better reason than that you wish to criticize something,

K-uq -you—run out of 'the best energies very quickly. -And—t-hen—

wri ti ng—t-t—be-e-em-es—a—te-r-r-i-bl-e—chore.. -I—-was-ta-s-ol-na-ted—w-J-th____

•that—book—and—P wl shed tmrrite—abou t 11__becau-s-e I thought
-Z<. }

■that Gilmore was an exceptional character, that—t-here_-was

no man- ramat-ed--y—1-i-k-e—h-i-m—1-n—the—pi-i-h?-l c eye.----The i act that

the subject had been in the newspapers didn't repel me,, but-

.it—attracted me because—ltd -been—carry!ng on—my—own—s-ma-1-1—--.

personal- war—w-i-t-h—the-newspaners—for many—ye-a-ra.- T detes_t__
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the way they write about experience. I think we’d all be

better off if we didn’t have newspapers. If once a week a

page came out and told us what some of the major events were

in the world, we'd absolutely know as much as we know by study-

ally in order to spreadmany people use bhc newspapers

reason I love a good newspaper story because if you can nene^ 

hate stories that arez in the racers for good ca?io&, -whl-c-h^-ts
z' <jj L <.

^they occupy our attention and we read about them ■agrea-trteS't

and we don't knbw much more than when we started. For that~\

'the newspaper reporters which are then printed. So we

calculated misinformation. In other words, they tell lies to

great deal there. I felt tha-t-wl4dL=Sd=l-niere there probably
---------------- ----------------- - -------- -

was some remarkable material back of the stor$&’^ I^dis-cevered-

£ndeed there was . You—^n-ow—he—was—n-ofc—an—ord-l-nary man at rd------- - 

Ing the newspapers everyday. The newspapers .have become vast
1 z

machines for misinformation and di slnf ormati on . Hi sinf orma-

frtun—tey-wh$-eh I mean simple error. Most newspaper stories
are half wrong^n—the facts, and Misinformation means that

ehind it, ther's always a great deal there, or_usually- trate

11 was not—an—ord-j-rrary—s-j-tu-atl-on-.— .

Si Did it change your view of the American judicial system 

at all?

M» Yes it did. I began to have more of a respect for the 

ways in which the wheels of justice grind slow and small.

•What—happened was that. In a certain sense I found it comic,

even pathetic, but at the same time heartwarming. Bef-o-re—my—,
J ■ ■__________

hook—was—o ver I had a book in which there w&ne-som-ethl-ng.J,ike
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'these separate

something amusing

each one of these

their

their

working for the

state," some were working for Gilm were working forsome

American Civil Liberties Union, all of them were absolutely

And—that 1 s

they must be

more virtuous

than any other country, in fact there are many who would say

that Americans are obsessed with the idea that 

best to save Gtl'more’s life, some of them were doing

best^hasteni'Gilmore’s execution ,^some were

points of view were argued by these various

virtuous. Now, I’m not saying that we are any 

lawyers was doing hLsxbest, Some of them were doing

believed in and worked hard foe/<There was

working at their best. I came to realize that in the course of

-i-t- t-hhiw-along with - Ameri can - justl ce there was an element in
/L kU

American life that I’rtever understood before.

and at the same time touc ng about the way

/thirteen lawyers who were all characters. Host of these/'

lawyers were representing different points of view.

the thirteen lawyers nerhap-s there wererie1ght se rate point

ong

lawyers and

-theft we are less virtuous than-many— anot-her-cWhtrW, "ButraT—"
'• t >■ <

d=iT~fact, -If-ymi want to understand Ameri can.SxU.I--would suggest

to you—that no matte^_what an American does, he can be a drug
pusher/or he can be a judge, .but it’s ‘£errj bly important^to

•the average Amer.i cln to believe that he o-r—s-he- is virtuous in
thelr^'act j ons. Americans go throug^^ends in order to convince

themselves that they are not being corrunt or wicked,*or- evi 1—,

-03?—cyni-cal—or—bhi-s-o-r^that— There are very few Americans

that can honestly say, "I don’t give a damn." Which may be
! .

why "Gone With the Wind" Wsuch a smash ending.
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F
' S > You—eal-l-ed-ydursrrl-F- Ln Advertisements For Kyself, an.

~FA
American existentialist. ^/^n American Dream<-friT- instanrn,

Ro'«^ 5
there is a passage in which7after y-eu- killed -ybu-r wlfe^in-
the-book-,when= thi ngs like habit, discipline, and- pretence

and compromi se as- se-r-t-- of—c.r-v-l l-i-zed as -bad - qualrl tl-es disappear
GV.'Vl lb l\is

f*rom—y-ou-andyou become? jroiir instinctual self. That-?s—how-

T'amderstood'the passage. I’d like to know if you still be­

lieve that you are an existentialist and how the- modern man

has to live in that way?

You’re asking me a small question, (laughter) Let’s break

it down. Tir-wl 11 be easl-erto reply if . To begin with, as-

I understand what you’re-as-k-lng—me, you are sa-yd-ng~4-a—a££ee£

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 is very little that could ever be accomplished

that’s purposeful and that takes many months or 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

are very dangerous medicine for us. We have to live with the

fact that these habits that enabling us to be productive

are at the same time dangerous to our psyche,and perhaps

even to our soul, and be aware of that and in—that sense live

existentially. When I say live existentially, I don’t mean

that every day we,jump from the roof of one buiIding 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 or our ability to leap. In- other

words, If we do not know if we're going to be able to make

the jump successfully, ]7hat would be the pure definition of

an existential experience. We’re either going to feel a

great rush of adrenalin and happiness if we complete the jump,
or

or we’re going to know broken bones^ cr disaster -an-d death if

we don’t. That's—an—exl-stanti al experience-. Now obviously

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 may be that one has to jump; across
I1*-1;-that roof once a month (1 speak now figuratively) or once a

year or whatever one's inner rhythm is. .And there com es-a

‘point when 1-f one lives, if one uses these habits In order

to achieve certain seri ous projects in one's Ilf e,o one-uses
J-CTTe^-s-ddrSe-l-piihe, "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, is 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 and

through the greatest awareness of the opposites between which

we must navigate our course.

Si You spoke about habit and existential living. Don't
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r
I .you feel that your habit of writing is just that what you

'i have become a slave to?

Mi My—hrtbWr of writing is what I..have beome-a -slave -to?- I

often feel that I have become a slave precisely to having to

write too much. I have come to the point in my life where I

now have to write in order to make a living. I've been In

debt for ten years and I write more than I care to write in

order to attempt to get out of this debt. To that extent^ I

find, writing onerous and a habit and I'm not all together

I happy with it. .
[ ~~ If-’

S: How do you justify your- being a media personality with

putting the media down-vb? sa.vi.ng they're totalitarian and on

tis ement’and, of course, scandals in your life are .h-e-lru 

--of publicized by the media whi ch helps sell the books. 'So '

the other hand you use them. ! Let’s say it's a consequence

-that your books are being publicized and you get free adver- 

I’m talking about this odd commerce spiral in which you are

ln<0 but at the same-time you're criticizing the media for-

sort of penetrating into everybody's personal life.

M: I'll leave the last part to come back "to about 'the media

penetrating into everybody's personal li fe-s -P-d-sa-v—that-to

begin with, I've often been attacked for flaunting my personal

life in order to sell my books. I can promise you that I may

or may not be guilty of flaunting my personal life, but that

I have known for the last twenty years that th^t does not sell

books. Quite the contrary, you do not sell books nearly so



well as writers who keep a respectable persona before the

public. There is a simple reason for that. When people go

out to buy books, particularly hardcover books, they often

have a choice, books are expensive. -If you—have young
Ua,

couple/'they often have to choose—and I'm not being senti­

mental or treacly about thls--between buying the baby a new

pair of shoes or buying a hardcover book. So buying the
«T

book, if they choose to buy the book,.,is a small sacramental

act. They are doing something that is terribly serious to

them and they want to be able to respect the writer. rSo

t-wrlters that have a great deal of notoriety in their lives are

not respected. T-hey—re—l-ess—respected.-let us--sa-y,than--the-
ilA

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 speak of and their

books sell very, very well. James Mlchener sells extraordinarily

well in America and no one's ever heard anything about his

personal life. I could point to author after author in America

who sells very well indeed with no personal pub]icity. In

factjthe only reason one does personal publicity for one's

books^•why-'-cn'fr goes out on tours., is that you are part of a

commercial process that you confront at your per 1 1^

/to be able to sell your books, if you want to be able, 2et's
/ say, to get good advances from publishers, which,I'll be frank,

£ ■ Z /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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tours do not sell books because people who watch television

have lost the ability to read.

there.

there’s

As to why

I use television when I consider it a totalitarian medium,

I use it with a certain

two choices and neither

jZt’s ray personal opinion that publicity

desperation. I feel that there are 

owever, there-'''!s an apparatus

going\to be a national television tour. At that

of them is agreeable. Either one

take a few more copies." These are the

publisher is abl° to si^ll more books to the\bo

in advance because they say

Well then I’llpoint the bookseller says, "Oh, is there

pub'll cl

Th

sellers o the bookseller the

gives up the three-quarters of^maskd^xd^. of humankind, that

by now only watch television and sayJ;’’To hell with them,

they’re lost. Let’s save the little culture we have left."

-Which seems to me is a dangerous offering tja^ake.or you go

out and you attempt to argue into the teeth of this gale of

electronic homogenlzation. You dare to loose the salts of

your own personality by going on TV. In fact, I compromise

on that as I do on many elements in my llfe^I go on TV as

seldom as I can, believe it or not. There are times when I

don’t go on TV for six months, nine months, or a year at a

time. I’n never so happy as when—I don’t—go-bFT~TV. But

there come times when I think, "My God, there’s nothing left

in America but TV-idiots. TV-id 1-ot-s—t-al-kj ng tn TV-1 d 1 ot

„audi-ences; And somebody has to get out there and say some­

thing." And being nothing if not modest, I nominate myself.
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■ S: How do you get these TV-idiots to read when you know

at the same time that they are TV-idiots? 1

M: Well I’m not optimistic about it. It was my hope that

tills book, The Bxecutl on er’s Song,. ^ould be read by millions.^)

Before it's done, maybe It wilWtre^ One of the reasons I

wrote it in.the style I did, which is a tremendously simple
style, is-I thought people 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 t’nev don't get in other

places. -That was the attempt that I had made- -i-n t-hls -boekr

Whether I succeeded i-n-l-t or not is-something we'll find out

in the years to come. But I was honing just once to write a
4 II-!

book thatwould have ascertain. subterranean arfect.

S.i ^bln the book on Gary Gilmore, didn't you try to take a

stand on the death penalty in the United States?

Ms No, this may- sound odd to you, but capital punishment is

not one of the questions that occupies me a great deal.

think-'that f a thousand oeonle 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-.reop-1 e-Wrw

executed-or a hundred thousand being executed and you're-in-

danger of having a state that starts to execute its people in
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■ —' c
large numbers. But you know we +w**eirH? had an execution in

America for ten years. it'mey^be-t-hat-.T-.'-^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 feel that the great danger with a liberal-

totalitari an-technolqgical society^-^ eey—H-bornl rHwtnJ i tnrfran

■ancL-jtechnologlcal and- nut the three words together because it

seems to me that we are moving into some peculiar benevlent

form of technological total 1tarianism\in which everyone wiU
I
I be more or less taken care or and there may not be terrible

excesses in the form of the earlier total! tarlan4=si»s^»-l s that

there will be manipulation of the populace from above. There

still remains the need to find 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 wh^i 1 e--quanti ty
lease­

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

complaHcency of the authority that runs our lives. To answer

your question, I would be against capital punishment if It
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Iwere a<powerful phenomenon In American life. If It’s an

occasional phenomenon, then I think 1t has to be treated on

its own terms. Stn&e. Gilmore definitely wanted to be executed^

since }ie did not wish tn spend th>rrest of hi s life in Jail J

since1 he did not wish to commit suicide, because in his mind

it was more noble to be executed and nave to stand up to the

people who.-were going to execute him, than 'to commit suicide

in the loneliness of his own cell^ I fe-lt that, wasn't really

the question in the book.

Si Can you envision a society where all members would be

living a so-called existential life?

Mi Agate, 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 need only think seriously of

climbing the Matterhorn once and tryirg. it once and that's

enough. For some people one existential experience is enough

to nurish them for ten, twenty, thirty years. Other people,

like U.S. Marines, need 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 anathemas

I think that's the trouble. There's a tendency to.get every-
'l<; ■■ u'

body to live the same way. ‘There's now a tendency 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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ra-ere—ot less the same clothing while we're doing It. We live

In the age of plast 1 cj^ ^,T

11-ve-the--sasie- wa’h-^.ha-r—i-s-

all the time, we, soon .go dead.

Touching what??

f ing-ertl-ps-. Because if we have to go around touching plastic

Plastic. A German and a Jewish rnven

Si Can you sneak to trying to express yourself through film

as compared to writing?

M: I’m sure^nost of you don't know much about my films. I

made three films about twelve years ago. Over a neriod of

about two years. The idea I had at the time was that the

physical apparatus that was necessary to make a proressional

film was so cumbersome and so exnenslve and so unwieldy that

very little that was human could find Its way through. Actors

and directors had to be geniuses to get anything apnroachlng

true quality, true esthetic quality In film. At that time I

happen to meet some cinema veri te photographers ■— --Tlheydre

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--v;ho would go-out'

and -46- ' document.aries% -And—I— t-hought, why n ot ’take thi s -tech-
"---------—--------- g -74.1 $

■nlque which I found ■ fascinatl nf^when I’d see the-documenta-r1-es.

•because- wha.t_.you f Ind is if two people are speaking Tn ' t doc-

umentapt, the cameraman did not have a script. So he was not

able to set the camera angles in advance. He didn't know who 
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was going to be speaking next^ .Particularly if there were

more than two neople, there-. So v°ry oft“n the camera beganA
to act the way we act in real 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 and sometimes they don't. It occurred^to me as I watched

the ci nema veri te photography where the cameraman very often

would anticipate correctly who was going to speak next and

the camera would move to that person just a moment befor; they

snoke, which gave- for some odd reason -an aesthetic satisfac­

tion^ ord s.ometimes the cameraman would 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
vt" cvauld

was actually apeaking. I thought what a wonderful way—i-tM

be if we could take this technique and carry It over to f1c-

tional work. Then I thought that you can't 'have a scrirt

because once you have a script you start moving the actors

through their paces and you have something that very quickly

begins to call for more end 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 improvised

films. They were complete Improvi sat! ons ,-^0~w4J>f--ibirere—was-

noscTipt, The movie was not written, you might say, until

after it was filmed. After it was f 1 Ime'd—l-^ad“m'anyTi6iTrs~-of

film-ip each ewffS 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 f1ve-ani-a-half days. Those

forty-five hours then took three years to cut into a film.

It was a-f-i-l-m called "Maidstone" and in many ways it was the

most interesting and extraordinary film and in many ways it

was an unhappy and unsuccessful film/cause the sound wasn't
alt a 5

good enough. The sound was good enough-is-e long as you ccu-ld
a,/-

show it in small groups, to film students antimuseums. We

showed it in one museum in New York, the Whitney, and we set

an attendance record. More people cameto see that film than

had ever come to see any other film in the history of the

Whitney. At that point, encouraged, I said "Let's get some

money together and distribute it ourselves." So we=ktfcrt,—-^A-nd

we put it into a commerical theatre and we then set a record

in reverse. Fewer people caneto see that movie than anyone in

the history of that theatre. The reason was simrle: Feonle

are not going to spend money and then sit there 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
f i 1ms

and I can't hear what he is saying." I gave up making/at that

point because I felt that I cannot solve this technologi-xra-1

psabXmH' - There seemed no way to get sound that was good

enough in ci nema. verl te t-o-m-ee-t -the, prof essl ona-1- standards-

•4^hat-w«re-necessary d-f you were-gol-nf^ to be able to convince

the big—league movie makers that you had a way of making1films

that was more interesting than their way. The only way that
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they understand If your way Is more 1 nt erest i ntr-than—t-he4-r
' Hv - -

■way Is if you could make more >”oney than the.y.,ma1'e. -Then

t hey- would - -s ay —" Y e s , t hi s —f- e ll'OW -has ~ s om e thi-rrg-. "—Yem c O’rid.

create a revolution in fl-Jm-. Without that you' re reduced

to-beingan avant-garde filmmaker. At that points J—thought,

"I'd rather be a notori^is and somewhat unsavory literary per­

sonality 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.

S: How's Cagney?

Ms Your referring to the picture I am now making: "Ragtime."

In which I have a small part. James Cagney is now old. He's

elght-l-esMost people who turn eighty, I've 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 gding~tzy—faii-,

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 realize'that

what a movie star does is they take everything that's been

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 j™t know the critics are going to say
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that he's giving a splendid performanexpand. £n fact he is.

Se—k»n''.,s-^t-he~nature of fiIm-.- The nature of film js that you

frighten the camera slightly.

St 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?

Mi Yes, but ^'“always thought that women had more sense than

men.

S: Why is that? Why should women be better than men?

M_: Because they have been forced to suffer our brutalitiesu/ko
and our stupidities and our dominance and reoule t-hat are on

the bottom should always be smarter than peoule that are on

top or there is no hope for humanity.

S: But you don't get better by suffering.

M: You don't get a better person, but you should get a

smarter person. I think that the average black knows more

about life than the average white in Americas I've never

met—this is a remark I made before and people think that I'm

blowing smoke—I've never met a stupid 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 black people can afford.

S_: But you can't compare blacks in every resnect to women.
(t

Mi Well, but the women in America do. They say. we are» -
your blacks.
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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 sa.V a great many things that are not
-Uem ' .

true in all respects but they say St as if li^ss-true in

all respects.

S: But why can't yon 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 centuries

have acquired jvllly 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 i-t. 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 nretend to speak for them,

£>lTj'it’s my impressi on--is that many mi stakes were made sevenof

and- ten years ago when the movement first came into prominence.

There were great excesses and t’. .t the probTem—1-s—mu-e-h-more-

difficult than they ever realized. I think there was a certain

optimism, almost a manic optimism, among the women back in

the early seventies. Because r,hey thought they were going to

have a quick breakthrough and they were going to change the

world very qulckl^a»d I think that what they've come to

recognize is—and I think this is all to the good—«wt they’ve 
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t
come to recognize the profound and serious problems that men

haul t/lP.t to change
who were-try! ng/the world^.als-o—have. I think that out of all

this we may yet arrive at certain community of agreement

that changing the world is a problem that goes far beyond

sexual gender.

Si But you could start with that.

M: You could start with that, but you could start with other

things 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 all have a little more

communion with one another.

Si Yes, but that's exactly the problem. The women's ques­

tion is postponed to all other questions.

M: 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 quest-t-fen-was such that television

loved it" Jt-mado—good television--the women having a revolu­

tion. But. in factj 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»h I just say that they're not quite as good as they

pretn\ed to be.

I Sj Might the fact that you are Jewish be important for

I your writing about Concentration camps?

Mi It would certainly be a factor in it, sir.

St Why do yqu write about concentration Carnes' and what kind

of feeling do you have beinR here in Germany now?

M.i When you say what ki.nd of feeling do I have writing about

concentration cams, I can see that you know little of my work.

Because tha-t'^s one of the few references I ewa? made to con­

centration camps is in that passage that Mr. Van Davis quoted.

As to what feeling I have being here? I've always been in­

terested to come to Germany. I find Germany a very interesting

country. Believe it or not, I've 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,
■ ■ [

4o and-behold, I was brought up to some extent by two or three

German nurses. I can only say that I find Germany the oddest

country for me because I feel comfortable here.



Session No. 5: Max-Emanuel Brauerei, Munich(November 20, 1980)

There are many, many comments on filmmaking in this session(there is also

one in the previous session, which I've kept), and I have cut out

of them. I went back and read your essays on filmmaking in Errands and

tried to eliminate the comments that repeated what you said there. The

ones I have left in seem more original, for example, where you compare

writing and film editing(pp.9U-55). And where you compare making professional
(Ragtime)

films/to making cinema verite films (pp. 92-93)»

9?-:—Is—-l-ii-Tos-Forman'-s name- spelled right?

p. 93: The last line I have left in(8 lines from bottom): "you have to

use your wits", is mine. Needs checking.

p. 9U: The pencilled -in line, "using a script" is mine. Needs checking.

p.93: Is it "The Marriage of Maria Braun" or "Eva Braun"? I just came

across an article in American Scholar that calls it"Eva Braun." But

the german student also calls it "Maria," so I assume you may be correct.

p. 98: lou might want to compare the comments on Chaplin here with those

you make on p9 61.

pp. 101-02 Dropped the stuff on Gilmore and"romantic"—it was a bit confusing

I think. And there is plenty of other comment on Song .

pp.105-09: The comments on other writers, especially Borges and Marquez is

marvelous—full of wit and insight. I wonder if the whole session should

not end on p.109? Either there or where I have noted on p.lll.

ppSll-119: I am recommending that all thismaterial be cut. Most of it is

handled in other place. Plastics, for example is mentioned in section two

and discussed fully in section one. This is the longest single stretch I have

cut out. And this session has been cut more than any other—cut by 2/3.

p.109: In line 2, don't you nuawc mean Marquez, not Borges?
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Si Can you compare editing or shooting a movie with editing

a book? -¥ou~di-d both, you shot-three movies and you wrote

-twenty-two books-,

M: 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-cu-tv--port-i-eu-la-rly

tf- you have a lot of film to work-with—Tet—me—say I -thi-nk-
Jthere 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'-s

a-tendency--to-have cutting^-i~t+ri nk,. is much less important

there than in the ci nema verlte 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
k . i< k.. ,

that thi-s <i-s- the last line in the scene and he- s-ays h-i-s line,

takes a sip of his drink and he ruts 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 scripted films that end with -some­

thing coming to the end of a slow movement. That means that

the next cut,almost obligatorily, hgs to be a slow opening

upward. You have that lei.surely 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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They're talk­end 'pause there is no scrirted scene as such.

Ing and they may talk for ten minutes and.fifteen seconds/
f-Jo -p J • ' 5Au ' *

may be used. Or three minutes may be used-. Given -the -fact

t-hat- there is- no parti cular-end’ to the scene.,-thatis-you 
Ci/ I'&ti.

go—t Hrou gh. ,^the seene and

three minutes of this or

pending how I’m going to

you say, "Well I can either use

I can use ten seconds of t-h-i-s. De­

use it." /lou 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
V_ can have something come slamming back. As a result cutting

r
in cinema verite films becomes more of a high art. Editing

has endless permutations and possibilities. I said earlier

that in "Maidstone" we spent in five daysI had five camera
j / t-ta. ,

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.

—Be-cau-s-e- we had so many movies within the seven hours that we

just couldn't decidegx, 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. '.■Then you are making a
1M

cinema verite film, because you're working with imorovisat-kon

and you don3t know quite where your story is going to lead

and very often yon don't have a story in the normal sense^

jx>u 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 -

the film and yo^s'tart writing youj^pTcture/. Cutting as such

becomes vastly interesting.

Si Whatdo you think, as far as your own potential for

^self-expression is concerned, the advantages are using solely
f

' the written word and then also using film? And I ’ d. like, to - '

follow It up with another, quest! pn^ Earlier you talked about

a sort of technological homogenization that’s happening- in

the Western world. Do you feel that there is also a certain

amount of alienation tha-t-’-s—a-lmost inherent in filmmaking

because you have to use machines to express yourself?

Mi I think 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 Strfhford 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. -Beeaus^-^-eu

don't- act in the normal way. In—half the scenes—! was’p-Tay-

■ing-,-I- would be lucky it I could see the eye of the-actor—I

was-playing with. The', emnhasi s i s enorm-ous-ly -on the camera

-position. --You have these immense cameras -a-s—epposed—to—the
•“ . » -———-A *
small stuff we use here. Given these—immense—canre-ras^ the

actors become almost like marionettes that are moved and

shifted around -the-chmbmi Severy often you’d be playing
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a scene and If the camera was on you^ the actor

you were playing with might be hiding behind one of the cameras.

And you would see his eye back of the cameraman and you would

hold on this eye. It would be like a lighthouse beacon and-

you were steering your ship towardAthat eye-because that's

all you have to work with.-., Otherwlse -■you’r-e*-Ju-st^em-obln^,

you’re talking by yourself,, you have no face that's reacting

to yoiu. ‘' 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? Inhere are prof essi onad—fii®s; ’f-lnal-ly

where this extraordinary stuff comes through. In the "Tin

Drum"--which is the best movie I've seen in quite a while,

that and phe "Marriage of Marla Braun" in those two films

were extraordinary momentspthat

know how they it. Given the

condj tlons ,-ln whi ch one works .

the actors goto I don't

absolute alienation of the

I've been interested in ci nema

verite methods because 1-f you could ever get actors who got

comfortable enough with the idea that they di dn' thav-e-a 

/ —acri-p-t-Xo-fa-11 back on, but on the contrary,, -they—x-;ould have-. y<w
yo<j k-w-f to use "their wits, because they proceeded through scenes. ■ And if

you—had a'school of such actors who were ski HedV you^could-

-a-lways use people off the street in cinema veri te 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.

nothing to be an actor if you don't have to rely on

The moment you have to say a line like, "I would be

It's

a script.

in love
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with you, but I must catchyt;he five o'clock train." And

you have t-o-dc-e-e-p—repea-ti-ng—lt,--y-ou-have to say i 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. Then's no problem at

. all. 'There are means to make films this way. But it would \

mean a radi cally rfi ff erent approach to fllmmaking because

('the fundamental assumption would be that so long as film
— '» a SCJripF

attempts-to tell a~ Story, It ^alienates the actors from any

true—possibility of relatively' natural expressi on 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 Stahl siovsky methods

in filmmaking^- ary attempt of-the actor to truly have a deep
' - , "L: a.c'i'cY I'le.s

experience;' You can't have a deep experience if J-V-s going

to be Interrupted twenty times in five minutes, which is the

condition of filmmaking.
(ft

Sj What advantages do yon see personally over literature

for your own personal self-expression?

Mi I loved making fi 1ms this—way without'a “SC-ript

•I never had great interest in writing afilm’-'se-rhp-t-. When—you

-write a novel, you have absolute controlup to ~a pdiirt’. If

you are a young writer, you may run into an editor who says


