An Interview with Thomas Berger

Davio W. MADDEN

: l met Thomas Berger in 1982 and began a correspondence with him that
I s continued for thirteen years. In 1989 I suggested we undertake an
interview, and he agreed, though cautioning me that “I do interviews only
in writing.” On the surface such an arrangement is without the usual anec-
dotes—what Berger's house or study looked like, how he was dressed;
what books lined the shelves—and naturally there were none of the “usual”
surprises. However, surprises, for me at least, came frequently and always
promptly in the mail. In response to some queries, he was positively expan-
sive, and others he dispatched briefly, only to be pestered again with the
question inelegantly rephrased. I have always found Mr. Berger to be an
affable, witty, and pleasant correspondent, and this interview, although a
long while in the making, was simply the most recent installment in what
| hope is our contipuing friendship.

DM: The naming of your characters has fascinated me for some time. If you
don’t mind, I'd like to ask about some of them. For instance in Reinbart’s
Women, Edy Mullhouse has a father named Edwin. Were you alluding here
to Steven Millhauser's novel Edwin Mullbouse?

TB: Never, until receiving your Jetter, bad I so much as heard of Steven
Millhauser or a novel of his encitled Edwin Mullbonse! Extraordinary! Indeed,
I had urterly forgotten that I gave Edy's father a name, cannot remember
that I mentioned her having a father!

DM: I know you did graduate work on George Orwell; is Georgie Cornell
in Regiment of Women an anagram of his name?

TB: As ro Georgie Cornell's name, again I did not consciously select it with
reference to anything other than my need to call the hero something. But
of course I do not rule out unconscious influences. Perhaps even in the
case of Edwin Mullhouse I had seen the name somewhere, years ago, and
unconsciously stored it away.

This incerview was conducted for this volume and is published with the permission of Thomas Berger
and David W. Madden. ‘ :
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DM: I'm also cutious about th ) -
of his surname? e name Earl Keese, why that particular spellin

E’B: I was thinking of sReIling it "Keyes” but decided on “Keese.”
Tz :?fozoqid ﬁrm}mlllnc% 1t as “Kize,” which seemed possible with ;he othéi
y 15 that John Belushi delivers it with an em ic sibi in th

0 h _ phatic sibilane
film, so that we hear Keess.” My use of the name, of course, deri .

Fred MacMurray uses it agaj i i

1 gain and again as he dicrates hj fon, i
remember, into Robinson’s machine—-not feve 5 eopnlession, if
(e);at(s) :,)0 eaﬂg forIthat; probably the so-called Dictagraph, which recor

ax tubes. I'm sure you know the film. one of th ’ in
: : s e all-time

Fl;)rty years ago, l?efore it was fashionable, my cousin, who's s;Iightl;cI l:l":ié
I1: an I, could recite passages of dialogue from the movies we both saw
l\j[asg ox;ce a week. I can still remember Jines from Gaunga Din starring Vicfo
ELscthag en, Cary Grant, and Doug Fairbanks, Jr., made in about '38, p,
! até{ camle jror,n the actors, but as my cousin delivered them, mimic;kin
the ¢ ors.h on't know the James M. Cain nove| of Double Indemnity bus
. hpecr: the Robinson character’s name is spelled Keyes. I think his éés
in ¢ e film, has one of those name boards on it, but I cannor see, |
mind’s eye, what’s printed on it. e
DM: Could you comment in

characrers? general, then, on your practice of namin

g:);) lI:dgjddi am 1:fnl,lways cc::lncemed to find the right names for my imaginéry'-
. €ns has served as my inspiration in such ;
be sure his names would be o oy couh o
1is ‘ somewhat overblown in our era: e Poll:
rS;veecllﬁpqpe in M'arrm' Cbzzzz.lewz't. In the ewentieth century my fa;tgrc;;‘iteois
¢ guy named Klipspringer, in The Grear Gatsby, who comes to the otherwise

€3eree ansion ttef Gatsb S deﬂ[h Lo !00 fOI Some tennis ShOES he lefl'
k Jsil

pi,tous or do they actually precede the
figure’s personality grows out of or around

TB: I think I usuall ’ :
_ ¥ 8¢t 2 character’s name at the time he f
st
lgsﬂz ai one newlﬂ meets a human being. Bur [ do keep a list of na;ilsjiirz; '
€ to me at other times, and occasionall { |
: , y refer to it when I meet a ch
who needs naming. On this list which d ing of my
; , ates back to the beginning of
E)a:lecer, I ﬁnj, at random,-Ruth Goodge, Dolly McElroy, Mitci Pratcg (;,ugz
um, and Jerry Esposito. I've already used Hunsicker, Teddy Vﬂ’lanové

(which I heard on TV), Gus K oo
the name “Babe” for 5 womanfuse (a walk-on character in Vira/ Parzs), and

DM: I'm curious about the character of
- T - V
1s he modeled after Frank Sinatra? % tony Gamble in Chenging the s
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I'B: Tony Gamble differs from Sinatra as often as he resembles him, but
Tony does suggest what might resule if all the prominent figures in Sinatra’s
milieu were compressed into one. The spitting of the half-chewed sandwich
jnto the hands of a long-suffering lackey I stole from a reportorial account
ol a backstage visit with Jerry Lewis. You were quite right in your review
when you said Changing the Past is not funny. It wasn't supposed to be. But

| have a hard time evading reviewers who insist that whatever I write is a.
“comic novel.”

IDM: I'm pleased that my caution that Changing the Past is not a comic novel
per se met with your approval. However, I still remain curious abour your
long-standing reluctance to see your works described as comic. Could you
explain why you don’t see them as such or why you reject that description?

TB: On the subject of whether my work is comic or not, [ can only say
that my neention is to tell a seraightforward story for my own entertainment.
Surely there are funny passages, but my purpose is not to inspire laughter
except incidentally. What I dislike about being called a “comic novelist” is
that reviewers who don’t like my books find it too convenient to condemn
them for not being funny enough.

DM: Your answer to the above provokes this—when writing do you do so
with any sense of audience in mind? Nabokov once said, for instance, that
he wrote first for himself, next for his wife, Vera, who typed his manuscripts,
and last for a few informed, sympathetic readers.

TB: My sole serious motive for writing is to entertain myself. [ rarely think
consciously of the audience, and when I do, it’s usually to assume that they
will probably not get my point. Thus I am always astonished when I read
the rare critical piece (like those of yours) that displays an authentic sympathy
for my work.

DM: Given your abiding fascination and precision with language, how do
you artive at a voice for your characters—does it precede them or issue from
their personae?

TB: As to the characters’ peculiar voices: each creates his own as he proceeds,
with the possible exception of Jack Crabb. His came to me already fully
developed, I don’t know how. I simply heard it when I sat down at the
typewriter. A couple of people have mentioned my debt to Mark Twain,
and no doubt I owe one, but I was not consciously echoing him, and the
only book of his I had read within fifteen years of writing Liztle Big Man
was Roughing Ir. 1 was consciously influenced by the dialogue of the character
called Kit Carson, in Saroyan's play The Time of Yeur Life. ©ne of the colorful
personages who frequent the bar therein, this aged coot tells tall rales about
the Old West. It would be more precise to say that in his case, as I remember,
he promises to tell such stories but either never gets around to them or is
brushed off by the other characters when he makes the aitempt.
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might have been okay, but somehow | couldn’t Yive up to it. 1 think m

imagination needed more time berween books. But for a while now, I haven

had that trouble but have moved rather easily from one novel to the nex

Perhaps that’s because I am older and don't have as much time lefy!
DM: I remember in the interview you did with Richard Schickel whe
Neighbors was published you mentioned thar
better people finally than Keese, despite their
they are fundamentally more generous than he,
goyne’s relationship with the Graveses in The
him a fundamentally better sort than they?

TB: Harry and Ramona are endearing

Zulfikar Ghose uniquely saw on his first reading, they are Angels of Death
Bur Chuck Burgoyne is a vile fellow. The Graveses are simply worchiess
Lydia is the only decent person in that book.,

DM: Do you consider L

outrages, for the reason tha
" In considering Chuck Bur
Houseguest, do you conside

people even though, as my frien

to the latter in very different wa
Earl winds up killing himself, o
his former self, he shuffles off the mortal coil.

TB: At the end of The Hous
Earl Keese’s in Neighbors. Earl is done
adul life. Earl by the way

is already dying when his story begins: here and
there I mention his high b

lood pressure, as I recall, but more seriously, he
is morally moribund. Harry and Ramona in one sense give him the coup
de grace, but, in another, provide him a final twenty-four hours of vivid

existence. By the way, I regard Neighbors as being, with Lizsle Big Man, my
best book. Ir's about Death bur is a happy story, all in all.

DM: I agree that Lydia is the central character in The Houseguest and that
she is clearly superior to the Graveses, Chuck, and the Finches. However,
the conclusion seems rather enigmatic to me, for she aspires now to assume

the role of houseguest, a role that's been revealed to be rather dubious. How
do you see her, especially at the novel’s close?

TB: I think thar at the conclusion of The Hunseguest, Lydia is prepared to
become a tyrant, though perhaps a more honorable one than Chuck. At least
her intentions are betrer than his, for he is nothing more than 2 scoundrel.
The subject of that novel is power, whereas that of Neighbors is dying.

“Harry and Ramona may be:

ydia’s position at the end of the novel as similar to,
better, or worse than Earl’s at the end of Neighbors? One can read the ending

ys: for going against his essenrial nature,” :
f at the moment when he is released from -

eguest she is in quite a different situation from -
» Whereas she’s really just beginning
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'hough in neither case did [ arrive at that understanding until the final
word was wricten. | .
[DM: My students are often very concerned about Chu;k ;.rapf pf L{ila;; ait
, : d enigmas—Lydia claims )
' of the novel’s many unresolve cla
2L'l:$k0;egues he was invired, but our narrator offers no opinion. Do you
' is?
want to have a say abour this: N ’
"I'B: I suppose you have to say that Chuck rapes Lydx:il3 mfsofar aghhe j;ﬁ;ni;
: her by deceit and not by force. She r
have her consent, but he takes : : ce. She really s
he is conscious, she throws him :
asleep at the outset. As soon as s , € thiows i Adr of e
i ion i . Chuck’s saying she invi ,
''he situation is really unambiguous og she fnvited him b5,
i pist.
ol the standard self-serving excuse of a certain
t:alrﬁv:(; be pious on this subject: I despise cockteasing, but detest rape. Not
that Lydia does any of the former, in my memory. B
DM: Whom would you describe as the protagonist ot hero of The Feud:
'[B: The hero of The Feud or anyway the central character, tl:mulg? perila;lp.s
' ; i — I confess to you that I forgor his
’ re of a raisomnenr, is Jack—though |
1::;1:] :ompletely and had to turn to the book now to get it! By the way,
he was omirted entirely from the movie. . p
DM: Do you have any plans for future additions to the Reinhart saga?

TB: I'd like to write one more Reinhart, about R. as an old man.

DM: At the conclusion of Whe Is Teddy Villanova?, Russe’l, 2(7::3;(121 coorlrluir;il;zs
ing her novitiate in venery.” Could y -
e ey nrk? The anewer 50 i but my students, and some
is remark? The answer seems ob_vmgs, ut my ,
Eéfr:; ;;Sod ones, have interpreted that line in wildly different ways.

i on
TB: All that Russel Wren means when he make§ !'ns fina}l (;;)n;lx:ser:t on
Peg.gy Tumuley is that she is far from being the frigid virgin he ak
rative.
her for throughout the nar .
7 is .7 While
DM: The unprinted subtitle to Neighbors is A Tal}ie of Harass(,;:ee;t,t hile
. i ters
i he involvements of the characters, :
that certainly refers to t charact pesn's 1€ b
i m- or herself trying
implicati Ily for the reader who finds hi '
other implications, especia cad : 7ing
to find sﬁme stable ground in the shifting allegiances and motives o
?
characters: . )
i i ut
TB: I take it you mean Neighbors is harassing not only to its chara‘ICt'er:, e
. : complaint. I
i be so: my grocer made such a _
also to its readers. That may Such @ complafac. he
i ' : 50 like about Nesg
i 1 on the author’s part: what _
effect was not intentiona part: 3 lee about Neighbo
1 os1t10n di us v
i i i tself. At no point in its comp
is that in effect it wrote 1 : use any
ratiocination. I was eager cach day to get to the typewriter and see w
happened next. - N
—thei rigins
DM: In a class discussion of Harry and Ramona tlhmr n;ysterloujnc; ng ;
; i eral unruliness— m
i tening gestures, and gen one ¢
outlandish pranks, threa _ gene i Y
students said they reminded him of Germanic tribes, the “barbarians” w
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wou 1 in i
o Id lay siege ro a castle, win ir, only then to destroy it by fire or some -
er 1 it i :
means, but not inhabit it. He argued that they shunped such places -

because they believed that to live in them would be to inherit the spirj

and values of irs predecessors, and they wanted none of thar bur t slpmfﬂ
the place of earlier influences. He then wondered whether, since 0oC ea“.bﬂ
of German—American origins, you weren't availing yourse’lf of thjisub?w“;s
cultural lore in creating Harry and Ramona, with their laying siege to Elafrl?-i

life and castle and butnin i
g down the house they b L
any response to this theory? ¥ bricty clim. Do you heve

TB: Your s{.udem's idea that in the case of Harry and Ramona I might have
had Tf:utomc barbarians in mind is intriguing, but I had no such ci scious
intention. prever, who knows whether it might not be valid asntscmus
unconscious }nclinations. In preparation for the writing of my first . n.lly
Crazy in Berlin, 1 steeped myself in German lore, going as far bazk as T:C(;:ES:

k on tlle Savage trlbes met y no aoubt some o ]| 5
WOr ¢ b the Romans and
3 f this

DM: I

Im.tiﬂlll{a.m}?rm seems to me an especially complex and fascinating character.

i i] SHE dppears as an importunate temptress, but later, especially in
er dealings with young Greavy after the fire, she js a figure of deep intuitive

tes
ources and one who possesses a strong, almost moral, force over others

How do you see her?

TB: Yes, Ra.mgna is an extraordinarily wise figure, underneath it all, and
so is Harry. Being heterosexual, my bias is in favor of the female th’ anh
both of tl'u?m have godlike attributes. Just abour my favorite scene’ is v?rllllg

Ramona disposes of the younger Greavy, who has been such a rern o
Keese. One almost feels sorry for the lour when she’s done with himorSk:z

also says something great at some poi
: pomnt to the effect that “‘rhey’ i
to the wall if your sequences are off,” eyl nad you

DM: It
o When writing do you see your work as participating in some critical
ate——as a deconstructionist, poststructuralist, or whatever ficrion?

TB: As a graduate student at Columbia, forty years ago, I had some jnterest
mn cricical theory. T have had none whatever in the years since and have
successfully kept myself totally ignorant of the -isms you mention

é)M Another novelist has mentioned to me that he felt any writer has a
nite number of deeply held ideas to which he or she returns frequently

Wlth()uf bE!IIg ElopeIESSIY IEduCtIVE, can you Shafe some Of those }'OU are
COnSClOUSly awadre Of-

TB: I am not aware of having any deeply held ideas to which | return

f[equeﬂtly 1n IIly ﬁCthIl thou h 10 1 [l L« ]- 1CS5 ¢ 1
? do :
i i . g i Ould fld some: tha S

DM: ] it2 i
Ofl\;[ .In various critical analyses of your work, writers have noted influences
xustential thought. Have you been influenced by the existenrialists, and
¥
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il so, could you comment on that influence? Also along the same lines, 1
have poticed lately that your works (Being Invisible, The Houseguest, and
(hanging the Past) have been referred to as modern “morality” tales. Do you
apree, especially given your aversion to Shaw and to instructing anyone about

wiything?
'I'B: I have no conscious philosophical intent in my novels. Nor do 1 preach
morality, though [ am interested almost exclusively in moral situations.

[)M: But surely there are at least echoes of existentialism in your works. I
see it over and over again, particularly in Being Invisible, but by no means
ity this one novel. Is this an intellecrual influence, and do you see it figuring
in this novel?

‘T'B: I always thought that the Indian parts of Little Big Mar are existentral,
and got a chance o say so in an interview published in a Parisian newspaper
at the time the French translarion was published! What 1 did not say,
however, was that 1 always despised Sartre and had not read much of Jaspers
and none of Heidegger. Martin Buber would be my influence, if there was

one.
DM: Do you, then, agree with John Carlos Rowe’s contention that Neighbors
and subsequent novels amount to a rejection of existential humanism?

"TB: Perhaps. In any event, | am fascinated by Rowe's essay.

DM: Could you explain? Are you ambivalent, uncertain, or still deciding?
] would assume that the influence of Nietzsche is profound enough that you
have some strong opinions about existentialism one way or another.

TB: My only own philosophy is an amalgam of Nietzsche and Simone Wetl,
who may superficially be seen as impossibly divergent bur come together in
a stern amor faii: one must ‘not merely bear what is necessary, still less
conceal it . . . but fore i (Nietzsche). “'1 saw it {the love of fare} as a duty
we cannot fail in withour dishonoring ourselves” (Weil). Bur my conscious
purpose in writing novels is not to promote my beliefs or even to suggest
or reflect upon them: it is rather, as I have continued to insist, only to amuse
myself. Therefore I can say “‘perhaps” to almose any reasonable interpretation.

DM: What role does setring or landscape have in your works? 1 ask because
it seems ro me that setting in so many of your novels-—Regiment of Women,
Sneaky People, Neighbors, The Feud, The Houseguest, to name just a few—is
of major imporrance. These aren’t simply convenient locations for activities;
in my view they are as strong a narrative force as the characters themselves.
How do you see che role of setting in your fictions?

TB: The setting of a novel is indeed often important to me, but usually
I'm not aware of that until I get well into the narrarive. Just as the characters
begin as formless blobs and sketch themselves in by what they say, the
physical situation gradually reveals itself, just as it does in life when one
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the shower there, for example. Qutside, I hadn't been aware of the s '
area next to the house uneil Harry's car sank into it. And so on Wﬂmlﬁ
DM: I know rhat ‘
rereading Little Big Man | was seruck b

the insane and self-serving incroduction and epilogue. Were charac

such a point, but he is otherwise 2 pompous ass.

DM: C_ouchyou expand on a remark in a letter 1o Zulfikar Ghose in whi h
you write, My recent {Dec. 19771 books mean litcle 5 taken [iterall ._1C '
meaning disappears if the rext js unravelled.” " fh‘?‘_
TB: What I meant in m
Villarova? an_d even Arthar Rex were synopsized

My career, I have paid little atrention to editors who are b
interest in words. ’

DM. I m 3-150 alrious ab()ut anofher IE?II!&I.‘I{ n w hiCh you Say 3 Plot 5
8 y {wd
Ometh]] lg I 1ave never glvEn ten Seconds thought tot lIOughOut my career

Such plots as [ use have develo : )
. > ped organically, 4 .
There is 2 similar technique I find in manyyo it were, from the style.

between the actions of various characters and sy
Does this shifting and pausing have any themar
the nature of “reality” which in your works is
trunca i i

ted. By the way, this also reminds me very much of the practice of

many eighteenth-century novelises who delj he § isodi
_ ght in the episod i
for its own sake, such as Defoe, Fielding, Smollett.) pisocic, often el

f your novels, a2 movemernt
spensions in time and focus.
1c connection? {For instance,
never linear but fractured and
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know what's coming next, nor which characrers, which is why writing fiction

has always been so exciting for me. Yes, Smollett is one of my favorites, all

ol whose principal novels I read at the outset of my career. I think you are

shrewd in finding his scent here and there in my forest.

DM: Why in the early seventies were you more enthusiastic abour drama
than fiction and do you still write plays? Are there any plans for the plays
o be collected and published; I've never seen them in princ.

‘I'B: A play of mine called The Burglars was published in New Letters a few
years ago (along with an interview full of typos, one of which criminally
mistepresents me as making a libelous pun to the effecr that too many
“crooks” spoiled the pot of the Neighbors movie!). And one act of Other People
appeared in a paperback book-magazine, published by the Literary Guild
under the title, Works in Progress, 1972. Other People was performed for the
first two weeks of the season of 1970 at the Berkshire Theatre Festival in
western Massachusetts. Despite the prestige of that event, the producers
were unable to raise the money for a Broadway production, and that was
the end of my career as a playwright, though I wrote two other plays in
quick succession during the same era, [ enjoyed my brief experience in the
theater, but I am fundamentally a writer of fiction, in which I'm not depen-
dent on anyone else to realize a work. Writing a play, unless it's intended
to be kept in the closet (which surely must have been the case with some
of the plays written in the nineteenth century by pecple like Shelley), is
only the first phase: it's not a complete work until it’s performed.

DM: I'm also curious about your use of various structures or subgenres of
the novel—detective story, uropian novel, knightly romance, futuristc fic-
tion, the Oresteian saga. [ know you have said that these spring from your
appreciation of these forms, but is there another provocation—whom you
are reading ar the moment, an opporrunity for a scylistic challenge, or
perhaps a themaric exploration?

TB: As to why I've tried my hand ar various genres of fiction, when I admire
and enjoy something [ am generally inclined to try my hand ar itz e.g.,
after years of pursuing my interest in food exclusively by earing it, it occurred
to me that I should learn to cook, and I did so. I always loved the way
sports cars look, and arrived at a point at which [ wanted to own and drive
one. Being zbour forty at the time, I thought it too late to think about a
career in competition driving (though I may have been wrong about that:
whenever Paul Newman began, he is still racing, and he's my age), but [
had a lot of pleasure on public roads with an E-Type Jaguar and other
high-performance machinery, especially when I lived in then speed-limitless
England. I have always enjoyed tales of crime, Westerns (though curiously
enough, not in print but rather on film: the only Western novel [ think I
ever read was Zane Grey's Riders of the Purple Sage as a boy and didn’t care
for it}, the Arthurian legends, and so on. I have never cared for space operas
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1988 for Playboy entitled “Planet of the Losers,” i
from space land in an American field, and an attempt at a ghost story, man

years ago, which went unpublished, so 1 can’t be tao self-righteous, But j
don’t quite know why I wrote those things, be

DM: You dedicated Changing the Past o Ralph Ellison, and for some tima
I've been curious about your selection of the surname “Reinhare.” Is thete
any connection with Ellison’s Rinehart (different spelling 1 realize)? Both
characters are chameleons in a sense, ever-changing figures who wandef
through their worlds. Where Ellison’s is threatening, even an incarnarion. of
evil, yours is far more benign, even benighted. Would you care to comments

TB: Though Ralph Ellison was a friend t0 my wotk early in my career and:
though I was and am a great admirer of Invisible Man, 1 did not (consciously,:
anyway) lift the name Reinhart from his character Rinehart. 1 chose the
name because, as I say somewhere in Crazy, the meaning of the German
otiginal is Pureheart. Also, about one of EVEry ten persons in the town where
I gtew up had that name in one or another spelling: e.g., the chap to

whom 1 dedicated The Feud one Mick Mooney, had a mother maiden-named
Reinharr,

DM: A detail in Snazéy Pegple occasions, this next question— Laverne’s make-
shift version of Roman Catholicism and penance. I may have asked you once
if you were Catholic (and I believe you said 00), but a number of Cathalics

appear in your books. Can you explain this; have you studied or been influ-
enced by Catholicism?

cause [ despise the genres,)

‘TB: No, I haven’t ever been a Carholic, but I was rajsed among Catholics
and several of the girls and women with whom 1 have been close were of
that persuasion. Most of the rest of my associations, with only a few excep-

tions, have been with Jews, and I'm not Jewish, either, | am usually inter-
ested in the other and not the same., '

DM: I'm curious what provoked you to return in Nowbere to the character
of Russel Wren. '

TB: Russel Wren simply seemed the appropriate fellow to send to Nowhere,
I first thought of a Utopian novel of which Reinhart was the hero, but that

seemed too far-ferched.

DM: In deciding on the utopian gente for Nowhere, were you writing with
any particular examples or models in mind? Were you responding,

obviously
in the twentieth century,

to the work of specific writers from other eras?
'IB: I had read many of the familiar ¢

reatments of the theme, More, Butler,
Bellamy, and the others, including a

(at least to me) lesser-known example
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by my fellow Ohioan William Dean Howells, but 1 don'’t rgmember thinking
ol any of them when writing my own. This is as appropriate a place as can

I found to confess that Nowbere satisfies me least of any of my novels. l[\fmodf
you, I should not have published it at all had I considered it unwort Yess
me—morte than once I have discarded huge fragments of works—in Emgfro 5
and on one oceasion the manuscript of a compl_ete bqok of more than our
hundred pages---but in this case I thi_nk I was a bit tooilm_pangnt totconil]i e
the project and so fulfill a legal obligation to a pubhshmghrm a vtvheless
great friend to my work had been replaced by an enemy, W olgever leas;
presumably so as to do me as much dam_age as posmb[g, wou rl;ot re e
ine from the contract. Without such a distraction I might have eelx':i mo
patient and remembered at the outset 1 had hoped_ Russel Wreq WOl der;fez
into a romance with a desirable young woman in San Sebastian an thx;
provide some relief from the prevailing d:da'cmasm. I should alsohsay t 1
Nowbere as it stands displays some of the th1f1gs I do best, though again
leave it up to others to say just what they might be.

DM: One critic of your wotk has argued that a reader can ded}1§e y)ou from
evidence in the fictions. How do you feel about such a proposition:

TB: Since receiving a photocopy of the essay to which‘you.refe;, sent rzz
five or six years ago by someone who unaccounFably acflmlrec_i it, I. ave nll;d
almost annual efforts to penetrate the ungodly jargon in whlch it 1; co;!c ; ,
but have failed to the degree that 1 cannot so much as recognize tI eh m} e:;
sprache from which it is derived—except to rule out Engffish. Ash therefo ¢
have been unable to identify the answer this practitioner gives to the guesm; 0
he asks of himself (surely the ultimate authority), “Who Is Thornas :lljger..ss
it may well be that I lack the credentials that would empower rn[e lr]o 1slr)1:;3 *
hirn our of hand when, for all 1 know,. the mystery may we!I afve Deen
solved, only to be concealed anew, this time under a compost pi edobcr} 1 .
gibberish. . . . But given his example, why should I be restrained by ign

? .
ranceﬁorxowing from Pound and then Proust (Contre Saime—?ew_e), ,I rln;gl::
say my Penelope is Flaubert, with whom ‘I agree .that the ‘wmer s dleean
centered in his work, and that the rerqamder exists only ‘to provi e e
illusion to describe.” ” This statement might be taken by our cpmmeri l; ;)
to justify his effort, which would be okay by me .could I recogmlze aﬁg “{eagr
of myself in the trivialities accessible to translation: for example, ht fear
of Otherness” that he ascribes to the puppet fle scissors from the w
cloth, stuffs with his own delusions, and calls “Berger. -
DM: More specifically, I'm interested in this man’s conclusion that ev;ijrr;csz
in your novels suggests homophobia on your part. Would you care to a
this contention?

TB: Obviously 1 cannot comment on the sexual preoccupations of our critic,
but I can aver, with the authority of experience, that American young men
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gf :he.;vorkmg and lower-middle classes (from which I take my own origi
I - L . - .
nh‘m}i 1;&1'31 aﬁd ;{Vlhan life, consistently manifested duting the erag’
which the earlier Reinhart boolks wer isht
¢ e set, what might seem to the
: - : shelte
l:..;.pir%t an obsess‘lm with heterosexual virility. Now, this might be seen
ustian (concealing a latent attraction to sexual imversion) :
> 3
over those vffho, like the rest of us, had no alternative t
tﬁi} or fafcl;ca.l (;nd often unfunnily cruel)~—or as having no significan
ever—but that’s the way it was. Th l
: - Ihe most popular form of
: . ocu
tgo}zl;:er; _abuse in every Army outfit with which I ever served, from I])e :
3 LRl ’
ot 6:1'1 in, heard incessantly, was “queer” or one of its variants. Thar thig
I A . )
ol ¢ € case half a century later, at least with the civilian equivalents:
thz Sci}ijn;c; comrades, Wais confirmed for me by the banter exchanged. by
carpenters, plumbers, electricia al e
N _ , e ns, et al., who renovated
(a(:::;{sehl‘aSt fall In;ieed, It was sometimes even true of the homosexual maf
15 visiting friends) with whom m i ik
5 Vis y wife and [ shared a h duri
the period in which I w ed by ot
rote one of the novels desperatel
the pe ‘ ; perately ransacked by ou
schols ;; f[(: evtcl:leno_e that [ hysterically fear homosexuals. Pechaps the hysZer'i
ere be, is not mine. It might b i i
ch 1 . e stretching a point (despi
admiration for Balzac, Gissi i g e ralis
» Lassing, Norris, and Dreiser) t i
_ ; _ o call me a
but T do strive for sociological authenticity. reals
muChI\iEw, m a passage in Vital Parts, Reinhart in his own fashion mak
e same point as I do above, and our Besserwisser even quotes it 6

h d : p ge y 83 l f pl viQe an Ilie!l)]etatl()ll I]l
one 1)‘ IS CIt [eSS a. S_Onl as sua. 0 O d

’ 2 1
1s at once fatuous alld ladell‘

DM: E i icle, in di i
bk lsewl;ere in that article, in discussing yous style, the writer comments
ever else Berger’s fiction achieves, it is rarely delicate inflecrions. In

deed 1 iscriminati
> 5 an nstrument of discrimination and nuance, Berger's style ofte
seems rematkably blunt, even awkward.” !

: Would
Srems semarkab you care to comment o

TB: It is axiomatic that one ca ;
. : anot speak of one’s own delicacy with a-
:;r:l:%ht facf(i and it should be apparent to anybody who is guided gyv:;;ilo: '
would wear a smirk when I predicted to the N, ] .‘
Review that the “tin-eared will fail Clicare inforsion s ok
7 to hear the delicate inflections” of the -
language of The Fend. To which our ponderously disingenuous comme0 ok

= k . ‘hick Ntaror -
ponds, “At the risk of joining the ranks of the tin-eared, [ have '
3

- .+, etc., and proceeds to displa i i el
- y a pair of th i
organs of which I spoke, legitimizing thE jest. ¢ very mellic suriculas
. Yclft I would puyseif be less than candid were [ to say, thar late in the
game, | was surprised to sec the trap close on his foot: by then I had lon
since understood that this disquisition had very little to do with either rni

Wofk Oof me both Of Which are Sim ].Y Ot ].ab()lﬂ y
bl e use e (8}
i . ) p ( e l ) d as pr tEXLS f i

DM: I'm curi 1 j
urious about something you just mentioned about writers you
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Wmire, and you include Norris. What do you like about him? Today his
ganding among academics is not especially high, though I have always
idmired and taught McTeague. .

I'B: McTeague is of course Notris's masterpiece, to which, by the way, I pay
tribute in Little Big Man: at one point when McTeague is boarding a train
M some remote railway station, an Indian comes up to him and hands him
a “filehy, crumpled letter . . . to the effect that the buck Big Jim was a
pood Indian and deserving of charity; the signature was illegible.” McTeague
peturns the letrer without a vocal response, and neither does the Indian
speak. The latter “did not move from his position, and fully five minutes
wfterward, when the slow-moving freight was miles away, the dentist looked
back and saw him still standing motionless between the rails, a forlorn and
solitary point of red, lost in the immensity of the surrounding white blur
of the desert.” The book would be grear if only for that brief passage. In
uny event, Old Lodge Skins presents such a letter to the wagon train at the
beginning of Little Big Man, & moment stolen from Norris. But McTeague
is not his only eriumph. Anyone living in the Bay Area should know the
excellent porerait of San Francisco as given in Vandover and the Byute, space
{or which on one’s shelf should be made by discarding Kerouac's drivel. And
every Californian should know The Octopus, and any American The Pit, a rare
example in serious fiction of dealing with finance, in this case the commodi-

ties matket in Chicago: scarcely an artractive subject on the face of it, bur
Nortis is an artist of the Balzacian breed. He was also, as this alas all too
short list displays, remarkably versatile. His death was a great loss to Ameri-
can literature. Californians, so often the object of Eastern cultural scorn, can
show in Norris a writer who can hold his own in any company. He is by
the way somewhat less melodramatic than Dickens and less sentimental, but
the great ones like Norris and Dickens sometimes employ such effects for
their own good reasons, which in both cases are good enough for me.

DM: I'm also curious about your remarks about Goethe. Whar significance
doés Wilhelm Meister have for you?

TB: My particular memories of Wilhelm Meister are very vague indeed after
forty-three years: I have never returned to it since reading Thomas Catlyle’s
translation, except for looking up from time to time, the New Melusina
episode in the Wanderjabre in which incidentally is to be found one of my
favorire passages in literature, the tale of the so-called New Melusina, in
which a chap marries a beautiful girl who is secretly one of the tiny people
but can magically transform herself at times into a person of normal size.
When she in effect runs out of steam, however, she becon}es minuscule, a
state in which her husband first discovers her when, taking a nighttime
journey in a stagecoach, he sees a little shaft of light issuing from a valise
she has packed, applies his eye to it, and sees within 2 tiny drawing room
containing a even smaller wife, sitting before a blazing fireplace! The memory
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?;fot;h;; scene hlas so delighted me throughout the forty years since I first 1
t
Goert ,f ihr;c;:zf. that I conclude, but only now, that I should do an upda
' From the Lebrjabre, the mysterious circus child Mignon also come
rpmd, and of course the marvelous lyrics, famous in German literatureia
like so much of Goethe altogether ineloquent in English and therefore
be sought out in the original: “Kennst du das Land wo die Zitronen bli
(Do yO?:l know the land where the lernon trees bloom); “Wer nie seinL;S
roic Trinen al}” (Who has never eaten his bread with ,tears)' “Nur we éﬁ
Sehnsuche kennt” (Only those who know what longing is) :11’1(31 oth?rsr
the way, the melody to which that third one has been put,is or was, wel
known. As to my general feeling about the povel, it was ancl, is mucl:n Hik
yours, th_at here is something unique. Goethe always contains multitud
and one is enriched by every exposure to him, but he is perhaps the .
mysterious qf the Olympians, at least to those outside Gerran lariz ua, em e
culture. He is by the way, like Nietzsche and so many of the greatei Gger it
cultural figures, nothing at all like what non-Germans believe Germanr:“wl

be.

DM: Could you explain how you sce the theme of time in Killing Time?

TB: My memory of the novel is confused with that of the real-
it follows quite closely——or rather I should say it follows the
of t-he murde1j5mand, as I recall, the human killer, the predecessor of t
fictional creation, had a theory of time to which I helped myself and pecha
subsequently elaborated upon. To answer your question responsib] Ipsh

have to reread both my version and the source material, and whi[ey iche 123‘

task would roerely be tiresome by now, the former would be unbearable
never return to the scene of any of my own crimes "

life case which
accounts I read

DM: ime i ' :
DM Yeg, '1but the theme pf time 1s a persistent concern of yours, and in’
eeting Evil references to time abound. How conscious is your treatment of

the{[le alld COuld 90[1 Y Ol the the 1k
thiS COMIMENE On your treatment
f h me

this
TB: My treatment of time is rarely conscious—I cannot remember a

exatple of it except for a sentence in Crazy in Berlin, where (if me o
serves) a twenty-one-year-old Reinhart speculates brieﬁ; on where his IEOW
has gone. But it is true that in life I am obsessed with time. and all Hk:e
more 50 when I reflect that as each year ends I have one Jess. , e

DM: If you could stand back for a moment and take a somewhat Olympian
\‘rwxe:, how would you describe the development of your career as a writer?
at changes, developments, emphases do you derect over time? .

TB:

R lOver the decades my style has become leaner than it was at the outset
ot leaner an_d meaner, however, for with age my authorial voice has grown

sweeter—while as a person I have become less generous with the years. As
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fo what other changes have taken place, I could not say without resorting
i the kind of fakery I deplore. I write not as I wish but as I must.

{IM: Since I've got you taking the long view, can you corpment on who or
what provoked you to write fiction?

‘I'B: As a child I always loved to read and excrcise my imagination. I have
i vague merpory of wanting to grow up to be a foreign correspondent, but
that had to do almost entirely with wearing a trenchcoat, and I think that
hefore T got too old I understood the difference between journalism and
fiction and came to prefer the latter as being more likely to serve the truch:
| mean of course, using Pascal’s distinction, the truth of the heart and not
that of the reason, which is to say the serious truth as opposed to that of
expediency and vulgarity. I regard myselfasa teller of tales that are intended
primarily to enchant or at least entertain myself. Only by living in the
imagination can I successfully pretend I am a huroan being.

DM: I'mo also struck by a rather consistent technique in your novels—plots
develop quietly around a small mystery (which the reader roay not initially
see as mysterious) that is solved in a surprise or ewist revelation later. For
instance, Naomi Sandifer’s surreptitious career as writer of erotica, Bobby
Beeler's affair with Harvey Yelton, the question of Peggy Tumulty’s virgin-
ity, Amelia’s exact relationship with Jack Crabb, etc.

TB: Yes, and thosc things are as roysterious to me as they are to my
characters. Almost all the principal personae in a novel of mine—wich the
exception of Arthur Rex—have appeared by accident. 1 generally, though
not always, have my hero at the start. I climb into his skin as if it were a

. guit of clothes, and from there on, what occurs is revealed to roe, particular

by particular, by what is said. But you protest, What is said? Aren't you
doing the saying?” Perhaps that is true {for there is no Muse of fiction), but
when things are going well, my imagination performs so independently of
my self that I can seldom get a word in edgewise. When things go badly
it is because my imagination refuses to proceed on its own and T am forced
consciously to manipulate matters: the result lacks spirit, life, art, and, to
me, sense. 1 have written and subsequently discarded perhaps a thousand
such pages.

DM: It seems to me the sense of mystery extends even further. In almost
every novel, the protagonist is sorneone not only on the outs with the world
about him but someone who feels that he’s alone in this condition, that
others know how things work and where everything is headed (young Ralph
Sandifer and Tony Beeler, Jack Crabb, Russel Wren [in each book]}, Walter
Hunsicker, Earl Keese, et al.). Could you comment on this?.

TB: 1 see, with the greatest discorofort, that you have violated the cardinal
cule of the critic and arrived at a eruth to which the author of the work
under examination could honestly assent. This is so rare a phenomenon that
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Ihneed a moment in which to compose myself. . . . To resume in sayin
o > - ’
that my-typn:al protagonist is someone not only on the outs with the wo |

> bl

Keese, Russel Wren, and all the others, but you have identified my ows
secret as well. In that sense, and that sense only, I can borrow Goethe'|

Statement to the EffeCt that [T h J.- W i J fa e a
Of h S Orks 15 a o]

what Zeus sees as hubris and is soon scruck down by a divine emissary

DM: i i “

o .In onfi nterview you comment that “I write each novel in a trance

phac is peculiar to that bool_< alone.” Could you expand on that Staternent;,
Instance, 1s there anything in particular that can provoke or sr:imulatc;'

that trance DOES MEEsSIC, a }1 y act a
- > anotner artistic medlum m Sh()[t an tlll{l 3

TB: I get into the trance only after writing for a while. Indeed. the [
way I know that I am serious about a piece of work is when I, honh
point that it begins to write itself. This might take a cha terre(?; o
Nefg_bbem was an exception. From the first sentence on, it was lilie autonr::'?. ..
woting: I never consciously thought about it ac all, E)ut would rush ¢ Tl::c
typewriter each morning, eager to see what would happen next YOlr:: ?-
remember a review that called the novel “contrived.” This is yer .ano:her"

example of why I take very few revi i : .
praise my wosk! ¥ tews seriously-—including many that.

(l:)M: At an?ther -po'int you ‘remark, “rea] life is unbearable to me unless [
an escape from 1t into fiction.” Do you still feel this way (perhaps even
more intensely so) fifteen years larer? P e

TB: Indeed 1 do.
DM: You reveal that you often abandon projects because of their unsuitabil-

ity. i
y Do you thrqw whole manuscripts away or store them, like Nowbere, to
sometune resuscitate thet months or years later? ,

TB: Usually I destroy them altogether.

DM: In speaking of dedication to your art you answer, “devotion to one's
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work is greacly sustaining, but one must be prepared to become a monsrer.”
(ould you comment further, especially in what sense(s) one must become a

Inonster?

E- 'I'B: I think it’s monstrous to live most intensely in make-believe. It's
- probably only one step from the madhouse, two from blowing out one’s

Iwuins. Except for a handful of sublime moments, my most vivid memories
voncern that which never happened except in the imagination. Bur I confess
this neither as apology or excuse.

IXM: There you also mention that Neighbors is your tribute to Kafka; more
specifically, in what sense did you mean that (in the novel’s unprediceability
and constantly fluid shifts in motive and action)?

‘I'B: What has always struck me most forcefully in Kafka is the hero’s being
not only totally without power but also having not even a vague idea of
what’s happening to him, yet trying with all his strength to maintain his
standards nevertheless: just because the effort is hopeless, utterly doomed,
i not an acceptable reason for quitting, even if he knew to quit, which he
doesn’t, but that doesn’t matter, because he wouldn't!

DM: Are you familiar with Samuel Beckett’s fiction, and if so, would you
comment on your estimation of his are?

'I'B: Yes, | have read Beckert's major novels, and have seen several of his

principal plays, and except for a split-second or two in Godot, have been

bored to the point of suffocation and could identify nothing of merit anywhere

in those of his works to which [ have been exposed. In view of the world's

regard for him, I can only believe the fault is mine. I also ind Whitman
unbearable but am willing to concede nevertheless that he s a great poet.

I confess rhat my trouble with Beckett is that he——I should really say not
he (since 1 am in sympathy with what I know of the man)-—but rather the
authorial voice one hears in his works: to me it has always seemed, simply,

demented. Make of that what you will; I think I remember that you admire
him greatly.

DM: I'm curious how versed you are in various myths of the trickster figure?
There is, of course, Hermes in Greek mythology, but worldwide the trickster
is a common figure.

TB: I don't think I'm well versed at all in that atea. Aside from the abridged
Golden Bongh, I've read very little in anthropology, except that which concerns
American Indians, and not much in mythology beyond the Greek, Roman,
and Norse. I have however been interested 1n the rogue as he appears in
European literature.

DM: In all the reading you did about Native Americans, how much con-
cerned itself with Indian mythology? More specifically, are you familiar with
rrickster cycles in these mythologies? Are you familiar with Paul Radin’s
classic study of the trickster in Winnebago myths?
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TB:
Not much, as I remember from almost three decades ago. I don't kno

Radin’s work. My so S
Grinnell. y source for Cheyenne ways was principally the work

g}i: I}f you are fa{—m'liar with any of these, were you consciously workin
Edwatde’m in ‘wrm?ir any of these novels? I vaguely remember in Thom
ras’s review of Neighbors his menrioning some N i
myth; I always thought this was far-f ® boush the fsure of Lo oy

; -fetehed i is &
prominent one in Norse mythology. o rhough the fgure of Lok i

EZ; l;ad no such tl?ing in.mind when writing the book. Having s
Odifl , rezl?_fg}be; being fascinated with the milieu of Loki, Thor, Wotaf
as a chuld, which I read about in books writt 1 ,

ild, en for child
reencountering §t as a young man in the Wagnerian operasl rem wnl the

DM: At one point in anocher i 1
. z er interview, while discussing Arthar Re
Z;Zmdlzi rt:atajl\il:hn s pljopdhecy (“Saturn shall rain malignity upon théc ,e:r(:
y umankind as with a crooked scythe) * i
‘ ythe™™) “was right o
money and that everything we do nowadays is posthumous.” %oulc? ;cl:e

expalld on t}le latte[ StatemEnt, ESPEC!a“y Wlth rEga d to the 1qgca tha‘ ﬂ"
I
fo(lay 15 done pOSthUIIlouSly?

T - lm y p
[; aifa!d that &Il attempt Of mine to expatiate on SuCh a Wlsecra{:k
W(Hll( ateve Polﬂi ir ]laS But

vitiate Wh tever . I ha\re aSkEd 1t ﬁ:OIIl fume to ume
in o } I 5 g 1 0 “lgh “fs v 1 at “'f thls 18 [eal!‘) dei d

DM: Wi j
ith the various uncollected short stories and plays you've written

are t
ub[‘her? a?y plans to collece these, shortly or in good time, for book
pubhication? Do you have any desire to do this or see it done? ’

g‘i:lilst?:si pubéisheccl] fewer than 2 dozen stories (and the two thar were not
ave been destroyed: they were rejecred with i
I should probably write several ] ing onte . | hink
more before puttin Hecti
As o the plays, I suspect they wi : 2 ol o one b o
, y will be unpublished as all b
unperformed. Scholars and teachers, who e o one
, work for fixed wages, i
not aware of how the public career of i oo ance aviter 1
. : a professional free-lance writer i
affected by commercial considerarions. Collections of plays evreln tlj:slete:h;:

have won prizes and filled th
are published. caters, rarely sell well, and thus ot many such

DM: T i i
D omve r}Otlc;d a trend recently for reviewers to denounce whar they regard
your misanthropy. Would you care to respond to this evaluation?

TB: As i
o A tohmy recent reviewers: for some reason several of them have been
in i
that,wmw. at .w%uld seem an obeisance to trashy and simpleminded trends
inevitably be out of fashion within a decade—vet ar their worst

th IS ar P | A (e Il)‘ {the FEVICWS I[!y [ IE ) ll(!Ve] eive(l 3 ! -
€1 are superio ma Q W 2.
es
s rec , NG ud

DM: A couple critics have quored Splendor Mainwating from Reinbart in
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Iowe when he says, “The truth of life is that things are exactly as they appear,
and symbols are the bunk.” Do you agree with Splendor’s acceprance that
ippearances and essences are so easily joined?

I'§: T probably agree more with Splendor than I disagree. 1 think the

interpretations of symbols has some validity, and it is usually an amusing

erercise, bur by sticking to appearances alone you'll be right at least more

than half the time: better odds than most available to mortals.

[3M: A number of critics have also cited Melville as either an influence or
A writer with whom to compare you, and you have occasionally mentioned
Lim in interviews. Would you like to expand on your estimation of him?

I'B: [ worship Melville and am lighted by his refulgence, of course, as I
am by that of Shakespeare, Goethe, Dante, and the other greatest masters,
but it is difficult to say whether his work has influenced me in a particular
way. If it has so done, chen the immediately influential works would be
some of the tales and shorter novels, “Bartleby,” “Benito Cereno,” and Billy
fudd, with their moral complexity and Israel Potter, with its amalgam of
history and fiction. Frederick Tuarnet, in an early essay, shrewdly discerned
the copnection berween the last-named and Litzle Big Man.

DM: Do you agree with one €ritic’s asservion that Reinhart in Reinbart in
Love believes thar “social life offers a satisfying pattern for working out
human destiny.” Do you see social life in those terms?

'['B: Though I suffer from a distaste for organized religion (while nevertheless
finding it preferable to collectivist political movements), I am not an atheist.
[ do not therefore see social life as being sufficient to determine destiny. If
Reinhart does, and he may, then so much the worse for him. But in the
tast of Oedipus Rex we are told chat a human life cannot propetly be assessed
until it is over. When last seen, Reinhart was only in his fifties. Perhaps
he has cime to widen his horizons.

DM: On the sutface Joe Detweiler and Richie in Meering Evi/ seem to have
a grear deal in common; how do you see these two; do you see significant
similaricies or differences berween them?

TB: To me, Joe Detweiler and Richie have little in common, their respective
moralities being urtterly opposed. Derweiler 15 benevolent in intent, whereas
Richie is altogether malignant. Detweiler as 1 remember is the only character
in Killing Time who has any values, and his are demented—at any rate, it
was my intention so to present him. Richie on the other hand is pestilential,
without a redeeming feature. The matter of Meering Ewil is concerned almost
exclusively with how long it will take John Felton, 2 decent man of mediocre
gifts and few attainments, 1o recognize, first, that Richie must be destroyed
and, second, that the job must be done by him, John, with no help from
anyone else. [ have no sympathy for Richie as he is presented in chis book,
and in life I keep 2 double, twelve-gauge insurance policy against an invasion
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by him or his growing tribe. On a Detweiler, however, I should probably:

tr}lstingly turn my back—and perhaps get zapped when his mood chang
without warning. But until then he would be rather likable. -

DM: Th_ere is a Thomas Berger who has written a British children’s boo
Stan Bolivan and the Dragon; this is not you, I assume.

TB: No, the British children’s book author T. Berger is not 1. There is algo

a Capadian Thomas Berger who is an anthropologist. Brooks Landon oncd

sent me a Canadian sci-fi comic book in which the writer of the text said

he was inﬁue::nced by TB. Landon assumed 1 was the one referred to, an
therefore_so did {—and was so intrigued I wrote to ask the guy how h;: had
been so influenced. I never received an answer. Only later on did 1 hear

elsewhere of the anthropologist Berger, obviously the one referred to, being. .

himself a Canadian. Ver i
. Very embarrassing. And the worst of it is I do n
at all for science fiction! o ROt

DM: Do you agree with the critic who says, “Even Berger’s most frivolous.'
games are signals to indicate that this wonderfully arciculate novelist des
not trust langnage”? This is certainly true of Derweiler, but is it of you?
TB: Yes. -

DM:_Is your lack of trust with others and their uses of language, with its
cavalier use in the world and our quotidian experiences, or with your own
uses as a writer whose primary and cherished medium is language? .'

'I'B: Language is untrustworthy by its very nature. The names for an apple
(apple, Apfel, mela, manzana, etc.) are not the fruit itself, and the difference
must always be remembered, even when eating one’s own words.

DM: Still another critic states that you are a writer of “stringent moral

parables.” We ve discussed your concern with moral issues, but do you see
yourself as a writer of parables?

TB: I think I could reasonably be called such.

DM: Would you characterize yourself in that way; how strongly do you feel

about that label?

TB: I am happy to be cglled a moralist, which by the way does not conflice
at all with my stared intention of writing only to amuse myself. What.
amuses me are tales of moral significance: my own are always personal

inventions, even when I use history or established
self-regarding. v ished legend, but hardly ever

DM: Could you give me a chronology of composition for the plays. Other
Pegple was begun in 1969, and, I take it, wotked on for some time .What
a!)()ut the other two; T assume the early 1970s, and then The Burglar;r some-
time around 1986 or 19877 When did the last appear in New Letsers?

TB: Other People was written in 1969 and revised, during rehearsals and in
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Instween performances and then once again during the months after the
Srockbridge run, in 1970. Rex, Rita, and Roger was written in 1970, and
The Siamese Twins in 1971, as I remember. Throughout some of 1971 1
Asp worked on certain plays that were never completed. One of these
concerned a restaurant that began as a beanery in Act I and, through the
succeeding acts and generations of characters, rose to be a temple of gas-

tronomy frequented by epicures. Another was 1o be about a famous show-
man, but while writing the early scenes I realized that what it needed was
music. 1 have no such talent myself and was not quite sure how to get
hold of the right kind of composer, so put it aside. So somebody else (who
really knew what he was doing) later brought Barnum to Broadway. The
Burglars was written, probably, in 1987 and was published in New Letters,
Vol. 59, No. 1, Fall 1988.

DM: Written some ten years ot so before novels like Neighbors, The Houseguest,
and Meeting Evil, your plays seem clearly prophetic of the turp your fiction
would later take. As you look at them now, were the plays in the 1970s
warm-up exercises for later novels; did you feel freer to let your imagination
run wild in ways that it might not in fiction?

TB: Perhaps the plays were forerunners of the novels to come, now that you
mention it, but to me they were primarily an opportunity to write entirely
in dialogue, then my favorite of the modes of narrative expression. No doubt
I could, following the examples of Thomas Love Peacock, Ivy Compton-
Burnett, and one of my favorite novelists, Henry Green, have written some
mostly- or all-dialogue fiction, but I wanted to set up a proper stage in my
imagination, with exits and entrances in rooms of three walls and a curtain
to drop from a proscenium arch. Which is to say I doted on the stylizations
and mechanics of playmaking.

DM: Brooks Landon concludes his book on you by discussing the influence
of Nietzsche, and we've touched on him in this interview. Could you com-
ment on what his works have meant to you?

TB: I have not joined Landon in looking for Nietzsche's influence on my
novels, though that doesn't mean it is not there: it means only that the
matter is the critic’s business and not mine. In lite, my life, on which I am
the sole authority, 1 can say that Nietzsche has given me a sense of what
intellectual courage, probity, honor, and nobility are. If I can seldom, if
ever, attain to any of those virtues, I can at least aspire to them, defying
my instinctive urge to be cowardly and lazy, and to resist a natural tendency
to let existence be a “thoughtless accident.”

DM: Name a writer of the second half of the twentieth century whom you
admire without qualification.

TB: Barbara Pym, whose masterpiece is Quarfer in Amtumn.

DM: You have commented frequently on what writing and language mean
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to you; could you please comment on what fiction, or the novel in patticuli
means to you?

TB: As Henry James said of himself, 1 am an “inveterate proser,"” i
thetefore it is fiction that has been the means by which I can see mysel
2 wizard, ebulliently making things from the void. '

PLAY




