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Introduction

Allow me to set the scene, the way fiction writers used to do before they went all meta-conceptual and self-annotating. Picture the screened-in back porch of a yellow bungalow on the southern tip of the Jersey shore. A small parish of mourning doves make their stately way across the scrubby lawn, pecking at fallen seeds from the bird feeder while squirrels conduct their own food-gathering choreography. It is late autumn, not long after Hurricane Sandy paid a tumultuous call, making landfall a few miles northeast, upheaving many of the resort towns. Here I sit cross-legged on a zigzag rug, but not in meditation. Arrayed around me like a drum kit are stacks of gray, dark-streaked clips of nearly every review, essay, and article I’ve written over four decades. If I were ever inclined to ask the question, “Where did my life go?,” I’d be able to say with a sweep of my hand: “This is where it went.” It wouldn’t be the complete answer, of course. I did other things too, those special things that separate man from the mollusk, but so much of my irretrievable past was poured in and out of this cement mixer. The amount of reading, researching, writing, re-writing, worrying, procrastination, answering copy queries and fact-checking questions, poring over successions of galleys and still managing to miss that typo on page four; the beaded string of sleepless nights and panicky mornings that went into meeting those countless deadlines (which never seems to get easier, no matter how many times you’ve done it)—in terms of accumulated word-count and distilled bulk alone, the result is prodigious. It’s impressive how much you can get done when you don’t go anywhere, or take any wild swerves. I’ve never knocked off for a year or six months or even three months to discover the romance of Barcelona or the subtle fragrances of Istanbul, retreat to a rustic cabin to “clear my head,” taken the time to schedule a nervous collapse, become calcified with writer’s block. Even after an attack of vertigo in Miami Beach that left me walking with a cane for months, on the constant teeter of nausea due to a lingering inner-ear imbalance, I managed to put together a column, pushing out a sentence or two at a time between lurching pitches that cured me of any desire to run away to sea.

And yet, like every hag-ridden writer I know, I carry needling traces of guilt and self-reproach, feeling as if I could have done more, dove deeper, wrestled larger crocodiles. It seems to be an occupational trait, this sigh of the slacker. Samuel Johnson used to chastise himself for his sloth and irresolution, and all he ever achieved was authoring the first English language dictionary, the mini-biographies that make up The Lives of the Poets, the dense ruminations of the essays in The Rambler and The Idler, the philosophical allegory Rasselas, a small heap of poetry, and conversational sallies that have lasted three centuries, thanks to his biographer-pest James Boswell. If Johnson succumbed to sea-slug accidie, what hope is there for the rest of us short-order cooks? But such self-chastisement carried to extremes can also be a form of vanity, a penitential pride, and besides, nobody wants to hear it. Non-practitioners envy the life of a writer, even if that life isn’t what it used to be, because for all of its anxieties and discouragements, writing is the greatest form of aviation that you can perform while firmly planted: the freedom, the vistas, the right word snapping a sentence to attention like the click of a gun, the passages that stretch into long solos, the nights when everything recedes and you feel as if you’re the only one awake in the world: welcome to the pros. And, like Norman Mailer said when asked the best thing about being a writer, “You can’t beat the hours.”

Descending into the archives combines an archeological dig with a biographical regression as the professional and the personal overlap like a double exposure, a blurred collage of what-you-did and who-you-were reintroducing you to a familiar stranger: your former self. I had gotten reacquainted with my former self, my junior edition, while working on the memoir Lucking Out (2011). Even so, some of the pieces I drew from the stacks around me seemed the work of a double agent. They bore my byline, they sounded like me, but I had no recollection of writing them, none. The ghost of amnesia had effaced them in white fog. And some of the articles weren’t bad, either! It was reassuring to discover that I had a doppelgänger (or was it a guardian angel?) I could depend on. Such blanks were exceptions. Most of the pieces I sifted through carried associations, memory ticklers. They brought back smiles of recognition along with a few wounded winces. What strikes me most about the earliest pieces of mine in The Village Voice, the downtown paper where I went through boot camp as a journalist, having arrived as a sophomore-year dropout in New York in 1972 with a letter of recommendation from Norman Mailer, is how much poise and confidence there was at the outset, to the point of obnoxious. I was such a precocious snot, quick-drawing my cap pistol as the new gunslinger in town, but being young and full of myself was a novelty for me, being otherwise so old-souled, solitary, and repressively armored. I had to enjoy it while I could, and I should have enjoyed it more than I did.

Leaving aside the mesa formations of my personality, what I’m struck by going through my back pages is the incredible room I had to roam along the sidelines as a rookie writer, interviewing everyone from William F. Buckley, Jr., to comedy team Peter Cook and Dudley Moore (in Tuesday Weld’s apartment, no less) to Sissy Spacek (fresh from destroying the prom in Carrie) to future president Jimmy Carter to rampaging jazz drummer Buddy Rich, covering porn in Times Square, the bawling birth of punk on the Bowery, an intellectual Olympiad at Skidmore College, the infernal tunnel of ego and desperation at the stand-up club the Improv. It was a more spread-eagle decade, the seventies, the meritocracy hadn’t fully sunk its Vulcan death-grip on journalism, the culture.

Although the Internet is reckoned a wild frontier by those who’ve made the mistake of venturing into the psycho ward of the average Huffington Post or YouTube comments sections, journalism and criticism on the heavy-traffic ad-busy sites tend to be more conventional, trend-humpy, and narrowly slatted than the underground/countercultural papers of the sixties and seventies and magazine renegades such as Evergreen Review, Ramparts, New Times, Creem, and Rolling Stone before it became a boomer nostalgia rag. The New Yorker under William Shawn was an ecclesiastical order that inspired awe, loyalty, and fond exasperation, a much more experimental, multitrack magazine than was understood at the shaggy time (its exquisite formalities and sedative cover art providing a deceptive glaze). Also, it wasn’t the only game in town then (The New York Review of Books was at full battleship strength, each issue an intellectual throwdown), whereas today The New Yorker nearly monopolizes the collective mind-space of what’s left of the cultural terrarium. Although we live in a culture of uncircumcised snark, it actually seems a more deferential time to me, the pieties and approved brand names—Cindy Sherman, Lena Dunham, Quentin Tarantino, Junot Diaz, Mark Morris, Judd Apatow, John Currin (feel free to throw other names into the pot)—more securely clamped down over our ears. When a major reputation is taken on, it’s often done more with self-consciously contrarian attitude than with gut conviction or temperamental force—a calculated provocation fed into the wood chipper of Twitter, Facebook, and the blogs for buzz dispersal. Critics cared much less about being buddy-roo then, today’s social media making even the meanest rattlesnakes mend their ways in the hope of being liked, friended, and followed in numbers sufficient enough not to be mortifying.

Then again, I’ve been accused of going soft, and if by “soft” you mean becoming a more loving, caring, dulcimer-strumming individual: guilty as charged. I am more aware of the injury a review can do and not just because I’ve since been on the receiving end, but because a writer’s morale and position are much more precarious in the digital age when words have never been so promiscuously flung and cheaply held. It’s so much harder to get anything published and publicized, so what’s the point of swooping down on something struggling for sunlight? (If you make a happy discovery, that’s different: strike up the band.) Older big-name novelists no longer command as vast a proscenium stage and the younger stars all seem on antidepressants or fed through an eyedropper, robbing the literary world of so much reviving libido. I have no hesitation in reprinting here the negative notices of the novelists Joyce Carol Oates and Richard Ford, since they’ve prospered in the interim—she’s been bruited about as a Nobel Prize possibility, psycho-pulp’s answer to Pearl Buck, and he was awarded the Pulitzer Prize for fiction in 1995—while retaining their integrity and remaining as platitudinous (in his case) and sado-cataclysmic (in hers) as they were when the pieces were published. After the Ford review came out, dark mutterings reached me of Ford’s unhappiness and of the disgruntlement of some of his novelist buds, one of whom said what I needed was “a walk in the woods.” This was an allusion to a passage in John Seabrook’s profile of Ford in Interview when Seabrook asked if Ford would like to take a walk in the woods, to which Ford uttered, like Hemingway with a sententious hard-on, “I don’t walk. I hunt. Something dies when I stroll around outside.” I later spotted Ford at the Strand Book Store, and he me, but he wasn’t packing heat and there was no convenient forest nearby, so there it ended, in a swift exchange of averted glances rather than a Duel at Diablo. Joyce Carol Oates wrote a letter to Harper’s after “Stop Me Before I Write Again!” was published, a standard grievance-department memo of high-minded sniffiness, and years later we were introduced at a dinner party hosted by Gloria Vanderbilt, where we rose above the earlier unpleasantness by not alluding to it, sharing a cool and perfunctory handshake that signaled that no further conversation was necessary, or desired. It is by such evasive maneuvers that a semblance of civilization is able to proceed so that the entrée may be served.

Other reviews and essays I’ve chosen not to reprint because doing so would only administer additional hurt to the hurt already done and I don’t want to be “that guy,” as comedian Marc Maron would put it. In particular, the Vanity Fair column that caused the rupture with my friend and mentor Pauline Kael is too awful an episode for me to fold into the collection unless I never intended to open the book; that I was never able to make peace with Pauline is a source of pitchforked remorse, if I could expunge the article I would. It was less than my finest hour, to put it ever so gently, and I want this collection to represent the writing that I’m proudest of, happiest with, the pieces that carry a lift even if they’re taking a contra position.

Even so, a slew of pieces that still have a bop to them didn’t make it past the first elimination round because either the subjects they addressed have now fallen into antiquity, requiring a raft of footnotes and brackets to explain the references, or involved running gags that, out of context with no setup, would have the reader going “Huh?” This is especially true of the television reviews I did for The Village Voice—preliminary cuts that were particularly hard to make since it was at the Voice that so many people first read me, and that I first developed any following. Even now, after so many lilac springs and winter snows, I run into someone who says, “You did a hilarious review of X, do you remember that?” To which the honest answer is often, “Nope, complete blank,” but the important thing is that this particular reader remembers, and that’s what counts. But not enough to warrant inclusion for the book if the TV special or miniseries itself is lost to time, nowhere to be found on Hulu, a chunk of space debris. One exception I made is a piece I wrote about the local New York talk show host and seventies sensation Stanley Siegel, who, each Friday, would recline on a psychiatrist’s couch on the set with his actual therapist and air his reflections and regrets on how the interviews had gone that week, which ones he had socked home and which ones he had fumbled and wished he could re-do. He would chastise himself, then forgive himself, his therapist barely getting in a word. I’ve included the column not only because it preserves the original flavor of the Me Decade but because Siegel’s name remains in small circulation, resurfacing whenever there’s a discussion of Truman Capote’s post–La Côte Basque dishabille. (It was on his morning program that Capote came infamously, slurrily undone, ripping into his former friend and swan Lee Radziwill with a barrage of insults and indiscretions that made worldwide news.) The same selection process applied to the book pieces, some of the authors I reviewed who were salient in their time and prime—John Hawkes, for example, with his prose-painterly studies of fruited flesh, or John Gardner, the professorial, mythopoeic novelist complete with hobbit pipe—having since receded into the marsh mist. Others peaked early as fiction writers and downtown dandies (some of the eighties’ “Brat Pack” nighthawks), while in the case of Mary Gaitskill I’m dissatisfied with the writing I did on her and feel I owe her more due. My pleasantest surprise was going through the movie columns I wrote for Texas Monthly in the eighties and seeing what a roll I was on then—those reviews really bammed along, a testament to Pauline’s close-by influence and my own leaning into the windshield as everything came rushing forward.

It was at Vanity Fair—a national magazine with an international outlook, one of the few remaining luxury pavilions left in journalism—that I was able to wide-out as a writer, the James Bond jet pack lifting me over the toy village rooftops, or so I like to pretend in moments of intense, hand to hand combat with a paragraph. It was in 1983 that the courtly Leo Lerman was installed as editor of Vanity Fair after starfleet commander Richard Locke had fallen victim to a media swarm attack on the magazine’s much-publicized relaunch. The inaugural issues of the plump glossy were savaged as if they represented the return of Marie Antoinette riding a Rose Bowl float, the prolonged buildup of hype and expectations triggering a punishing backlash. It’s a sobering education to re-look at those issues today and realize the quality and amplitude on sumptuous display—what was missing was a unifying gleam in the editorial eye to pull it all together, an overarching personality. When Leo, whom I had written for at Vogue, asked me to consider coming aboard Vanity Fair, the magazine didn’t seem long for this wicked world, according to the gowned Greek chorus standing on the risers: a silent deathwatch countdown had commenced. But, what the hell, I said Yes, mostly because I revered Leo, and Pauline (who knew and liked Leo immensely) said it would be fun; it was, it is. Apart from an extended sojourn at The New Yorker in the mid-nineties, Vanity Fair has been my home ever since the Reagan presidency, insert historical montage of the Clinton-Bush-Obama eras, Madonna, Tom Cruise, the collapse of the Berlin Wall, the cast of Friends, Brad and Angelina, 9/11, Tony Soprano raiding the refrigerator like a bear in a bathrobe, Lady Gaga, Hurricane Sandy washing through Lower Manhattan …, and there’s nowhere higher to go, unless there are newsstands in heaven, doubtful.

I don’t want to give the impression that I think I’m manning the last outpost of a certain type of informal criticism, yet I do feel lonesome sometimes, depending on the hour and mood, surrounded by the legion of the lost. Norman Mailer, Gore Vidal, Pauline Kael, Dwight Macdonald, Mary McCarthy, Seymour Krim, Marvin Mudrick, Susan Sontag, Edmund Wilson, Alfred Kazin, Irving Howe, Manny Farber, John Leonard, Wilfrid Sheed, Alexander Cockburn, Albert Goldman, Gilbert Sorrentino, James Dickey, Lester Bangs, Veronica Geng—all of them now gone, along with so many writers and editors I knew at The Village Voice … one by one, the bleachers have emptied, to borrow a haunted metaphor from John Updike, himself now gone, the absence of his voice on the page perhaps the most grievous of all because it gave the illusion of being most immortal. But there’s solace in knowing that I learned and stole from the best, and there’s still more to learn. One of the upsides to being a college dropout is that it’s made me feel like a student ever since, forever feeding my head to fill the gap of an incomplete education. For a writer, there’s no better hunger to have.
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O.K. Corral Revisited


Be advised, this piece is not for most of you, since it is concerned mostly with literary matters, the clash of two altogether large egos (indeed one of them is leviathan in its proportions), and the pyrotechnics of existential theater. A veritable cornucopia of conflicts. So, if you are intelligent (and patient) the sound of artillery should keep you awake.



I


VIDAL: As far as I am concerned, the only crypto-Nazi I can think of is yourself, failing that, I would only say that we can’t have …

HOWARD K. SMITH: Now let’s not call names.

BUCKLEY: Now listen, you queer. Stop calling me a crypto-Nazi or I’ll sock you in your goddamn face and you’ll stay plastered—

SMITH: Gentlemen! Gentlemen! Let’s not call names.



The exchange printed above was the famous ad hominem crossfire between William F. Buckley and Gore Vidal on ABC-TV during the near-to-apocalyptic Democratic Convention of 1968. Keep the exchange in mind; we will return to it later; the symmetry of the argument will delight you.

II

Enough mystery. The Dick Cavett Show recently featured Gore Vidal, novelist and playwright; Janet Flanner, correspondent in France for The New Yorker; and Norman Mailer, American writer numero uno. Now television talk shows tend to be witty and vacuous (as is usually the case with Dick Cavett), dumb and vacuous (cf. Merv Griffin and Johnny Carson), or unctuous and vacuous (cf. the analingual David Frost). Talk shows, that is, usually are showcases for mediocre comedians telling dreadful jokes, politicians pontificating, writers pushing new books, singers doing new Bacharach material; a showcase of remarks and entertainments meant to be lively but not galvanizing, quick but never penetrating. When social issues—dread the term—are discussed, the discussion is carried on in tone and language so plastic and so pious that one would think the ghost of Adlai Stevenson was whispering in the wings.

But this particular show was different, extraordinarily different. It started as a more or less typical show, clever and safe as milk: Cavett did an extremely amusing monologue, Gore Vidal was introduced and spoke about Eleanor Roosevelt, ecology, and his new play entitled An Evening with Richard Nixon; Janet Flanner followed with little snack cakes of stories perfectly suited for any small cocktail party. All very nice, amiable, and dull.

After Mailer’s introduction, however, the mood-temperature of the show went from lukewarm to warm (and it was to reach torrid before the evening was through). Mailer’s entrance on stage was done with such swagger and streetfighter toughness that he appeared to be the baddest gunfighter ever to kick open the doors of the Silver Dollar Saloon. When he got to his chair, he neglected all too obviously to shake hands with Vidal. Cavett, noting this, asked if there was animosity between the two. Indeed, there was. A short explanation follows.

III

In the first winter of this year, Mailer published a book-length essay entitled The Prisoner of Sex, the work being a rebuttal to Kate Millett’s Sexual Politics and exploration of the issues involved in Women’s Liberation—sexual technology, the family orgasm, homosexuality, the literature of Henry Miller and D. H. Lawrence (Mailer’s defense of Lawrence soars like a windhover). The effect on Mrs. Millett was devastating—she was so badly lacerated that she is still bandaging the wounds. In the essay was a short slicing reference to Vidal: “The subject”—i.e., women’s lib—“was too large for quick utterances: The need of the magazine reader for a remark he could repeat at the evening table was best served by writers with names like Gore Vidal …” Vidal, not without pride, to say the least, did not enjoy being trivialized. So in an article in The New York Review of Books, Vidal formulated a prototype male called M3; M3 being an equation for Henry Miller–Norman Mailer–Charlie Manson and representing the sort of male who thinks that women are “… at best, breeders of sons; at worst, objects to be poked, humiliated, killed.” Comparing Mailer to Manson was hyperbolic enough, but consider this datum: Mailer, married four times, non-fatally stabbed his second wife. All right? Back to the show.

IV

After admitting he had just come from a bar, Mailer added that he hesitated to break the jovial mood of the show, but that he was furious with Vidal for what he had written and that it was obvious that Vidal as a writer was slipping badly. (Note: From this point on, all dialogue is printed as close to the facticity and spirit of the show as memory permits. The quotes, that is, are composed from memory and should not be taken as actual transcript.) He chastised Vidal for being so decadent as to write a play about Nixon; it was “too easy” and it could very well get Nixon re-elected because such a play, coupled with Philip Roth’s Our Gang, would only generate sympathy for the president—“It’s overkill, Gore,” remonstrated Mailer. Vidal responded weakly, Cavett did not get the conversation going, and Mailer told him, in effect, do your job (that is, don’t let silence set in). When Janet Flanner saw that the mood was going to be contentious, she made some puerile remark about talking sensibly and not dredging up old problems. Mailer, in street-cop staccato, fired back, “Listen, after vomitation, examining the contents of Gore Vidal’s stomach would be no more interesting than examining the insides of an intellectual cow.” Murder was in the air. And Mailer was not finished—he was to escalate the attack the rest of the evening in order to get Vidal out from under the table.

Vidal did attempt to defend himself, of course. He said a) that the attack by him on The Prisoner of Sex was not personal, b) that Mailer was in constant metamorphosis, and c) he took exception to Mailer’s argument that good sex makes good babies (to be precise, Mailer wrote “Good fucks make good babies”) and d) despaired of Mailer’s love of the violent as revealed in Mailer’s statement that “murder … is never unsexual.”

To which Mailer replied that comparing him to Charlie Manson was personal, and intellectually shoddy—indeed lumping in Henry Miller, “America’s greatest living writer,” multiplied the insipidity of Vidal’s equation. Mailer charged that the comparison to Manson was a calculated smear—the parallel between the murder of Sharon Tate and Mailer’s wife-stabbing would escape no knowledgeable reader. And since Vidal’s approach to sex was so superficial, he would never know if good fucks make good babies, the question being was Muhammad Ali conceived in a good fuck or a bad one? To Vidal’s last point, Mailer asked, “How do you know murder is not sexual?” Vidal: “Well, seeing that I haven’t killed anyone lately …” Mailer: “You killed Kerouac.”

You killed Kerouac. No doubt 90 percent of the audience missed the reference. Kerouac, of course, was one of the most famous of the Beat writers, the author of On the Road. If we quote from Vidal’s most recent book, a novel-memoir entitled Two Sisters, we will see where the homicide took place: “… Jack Kerouac’s The Subterraneans in which he describes … (with) astonishing accuracy an evening he spent with William Burroughs and me. Everything is perfectly recalled until the crucial moment when Jack and I went to bed together at the Chelsea Hotel …” Now note: Vidal is a missionary bisexual, Kerouac was never known to be bisexually inclined until this passage was published, and the passage was written and published after Kerouac’s death … it was Kerouac’s reputation as a man that was murdered in print, ambushed when it was impossible for Kerouac to defend himself.

V

So Norman Mailer kept hammering away, his “Retaliator in and out of Vengeance Mews.” The audience was against him, Janet Flanner was interrupting with comments worthy of a doughty truck stop waitress on the morning shift, Vidal was attempting to stay Above It All, Cavett was pandering to the mood of the audience. After one of Miss Flanner’s more odorous bird droppings in defense of Vidal, Mailer in indignation worthy of Carroll O’Connor’s Archie Bunker demanded, “Miss Flanner, are you the referee or are you Vidal’s manager?” A perfect short, direct hit, the first time in remembrance a meddling guest was told by another guest to, for the love of Jesus, keep your mouth shut.

Cavett, repelled by Mailer’s chutzpah, asked if he wouldn’t like two more chairs brought onstage to contain his giant intellect; Mailer replied, “As long as they bring out fingerbowls for the rest of you.” And Cavett, in an embarrassing charade, pretended not to understand what Mailer meant. But Cavett also got off the funniest line—there was a silence and Mailer said, “Why don’t you look at your question-card?” Cavett: “Why don’t you fold it five ways and shove it where the moon don’t shine?” The timing was exquisite, the studio audience exploded with laughter … but it made one somewhat ill to hear it. The line was freeze-dried, stored away to be a smartass counter-punch, it was as programmed as Johnny Carson’s cute comments as Carnac the Magnificent. The line was sharp, very sharp, but it betrayed Cavett’s small nightclub comic core.

But if Cavett was a comic with a zip-gun, Vidal was a priest with a rosary. We have been, he said, divided enough and listened to enough heated rhetoric and nothing was served by hateful dialogue, etc. Did I say he sounded like a priest? No, Vidal sounded worse than that … his voice echoed Rrrammsey Clark. It was the audience, however, that was most hostile to Mailer. Mailer asked for five minutes to address the audience.

VI

“Listen,” he said, head raised to address the balcony, “are you all truly, really idiots or is it me?” “You!” the audience hooted almost in unison, to which Cavett quipped, “Oh, that was the easy answer.” Mailer invited the audience to yell their condemnations to determine why HE was the idiot. “You’re rude!” yelled one. “Male chauvinist pig!” bellowed a woman. One female’s thin, liberal, shaky, despondent voice rose above the others: “You come on the show and insult everyone and the other guests are polite and dignified and calm and you’re rude and boorish.” “Okay,” said Mailer, “the reason I am rude and boorish is because I’m rude and boorish and the reason they’re polite and dignified is because they are polite and dignified—and they would slit my throat in the alley if they could. All right?” The hostilities out in the open, Mailer asked the audience, “Can I talk to you now? Can I reach you?”

Mailer then delivered a five-minute peroration for himself, a short speech cauterizing with existential brilliance. It was a speech that the best English professor on the best day of his life could not give, because the nuances of Mailer’s voice spoke of the frustrations, victories, and attrition of pursuing the Great Bitch, that mother-woe of a novel not meant to be written. The difference between an English professor and Norman Mailer describing the quest of the writer is the difference between a war correspondent and a weary battle-wise lieutenant describing a military siege—one writes of skin, the other of blood.

So Mailer communicated the knowledge that comes from going over the ridge. “Great writers,” he began, “were traditionally men of letters, they respected tradition and literary punctilios even when they transgressed them in order to further their work. But it was Hemingway who first knew that writers, especially American writers, take as much abuse and punishment as prizefighters, and, moreover, he, Hemingway, wanted to be champion. Hemingway wanted to be the best American writer, he wanted to be the champion, BECAUSE THAT’S ALL HE CARED ABOUT. He wasn’t just the lute that the sweet winds of Art played—he was a writer with an existential quest, he wrote to deliver himself as a man. I wrote a book called The Prisoner of Sex and found that my ideas about sex were terribly complex and, in a sense, Gore is correct in saying that my style is becoming unreadable because the ideas are so complex that it is getting more and more difficult to express them on paper. But after the book was published, it was as if it had never been written: it was taken as an anti–women’s lib diatribe and dismissed. Which is why some libber will shout ‘male chauvinist pig.’ Well that’s dull, it’s DULL, it’s beneath us as Americans to use frozen rhetoric, to pollute the intellectual rivers while everyone howls over ecology. Bad enough when the ignorant do the polluting, but it is enraging when someone like Gore Vidal, who’s been around in the literary world and knows what he’s doing, intentionally misrepresents my work. Because, understand, like Hemingway, I want to be the champion because that’s all I care about, and after twenty-five years of working and writing to be the best American writer of our time, I am not going to let myself get kicked in the balls by Gore Vidal.”

VII

So what are we to make of all this? Was it just a fencing match, a shoot-out, an intellectual slugfest? It would appear that way perhaps to the unperceptive, but something more profound, something closer to the nerve took place. The question is whether or not one’s work is important; is one’s writing merely an activity, a way of making one’s way economically through the world, an exercise in self-expression, a means of achieving fame? Because if that is all there is, then to be a good writer is knowing best how to toss impure pearls before swine (the more the swine, the greater the writer by this logic). But if writing is a pilgrimage across the fever-swamps of experience in search of the Hemingwayesque big two-hearted river, if it is that great a mission, then one had damn well better carry a revolver fully loaded.

Yes, if Lord Byron wrote to save himself from suffocating on cum [decades later, I have no idea what I mean by this—JW], and D. H. Lawrence out of fear that he was less than a man, and Hemingway from his sense of mission, then in our time, even as crass and cheap and cynical as it is, Norman had an imperative to destroy the intellectual pretensions of Gore Vidal.

But a defense of Mailer rests on a crucial assumption—that ideas have importance. Of course, most would say in the abstract, of course they do. But we are not talking abstractly and we are not talking of ideas as opinions chewed over at faculty dinners, solemnized at seminars, buried in textbooks, carried around compartmentalized in the head of a near-dead scholar. In such a context, Vidal’s gamesmanship and charlatanism are nothing to be concerned about. But if ideas and language have meaning, if they are as much in the blood and gut as sex and love, then those who knowingly and proudly defecate in the river have got to stand trial.

VIII

When William F. Buckley reflected on his bazooka blast at Gore Vidal—the physical threat, the vicious epithet—he reached the initial conclusion that his “response was the wrong one if it is always wrong to lose one’s temper …” But later he came across a passage from theologian C. S. Lewis: “The higher the stakes, the greater the temptation to lose your temper …” Not to note such transgressions as being called a crypto-Nazi, or in Mailer’s case being made kin to Charles Manson, “argues a terrible insensibility … Thus the absence of anger, especially that sort of anger we call indignation, can, in my opinion, be a most alarming symptom. And the presence of indignation may be a good one. Even when that indignation sharpens into personal vindictiveness, it may still be a good symptom, though bad in itself. It is a sin; but it at least shows that those who commit it have not sunk below the level at which temptation to that sin exists …”

So Norman Mailer, Lucifer of a sinner, with revolver in hand and murder in the heart, emptied a revolver into the corpulent reputation of Gore Vidal, vivisected the corpse, and thus delivered across the dull gray void of television a message transcending any medium and catalyzing the ever so long article that you have just finished reading.

State to Date. Frostburg State University, December 13, 1971


Liv and Let Die

Scenes from a Marriage

Once, while driving through a sequoia forest, Igor Stravinsky and Christopher Isherwood stopped to look at the trees. Standing near a skyscraper sequoia, Stravinsky was silent for a moment, then turned to Isherwood and said gravely, “That’s serious.” Several score of sequoias must have met the ax in order to publish Liv Ullmann’s Changing, for every page is toweringly solemn about life, art, and the mournful joys of being a woman. Ullmann introduces each episode of Ingmar Bergman’s Scenes from a Marriage (now showing on WNET-13) with splinters from Changing, and she says things like, “No relationship between people is perfect,” and “Love, to a great extent, has been a feeling of dependency,” in hushed, somber tones, as if offering prayer in a small, quiet chapel. Critics—who have almost unanimously hailed Scenes as a masterpiece—treat Ullmann’s introductions as a peripheral annoyance. They’re wrong: Scenes from a Marriage is at the core as banal and didactic and humorlessly dull as Liv Ullmann’s sermonettes.

Scenes is a six-part chronicle of a middle-class marriage on the smash-up. Johan (Erland Josephson), an associate professor of science, is a smug little scuzz with weak, sloping shoulders, mischievous eyes, and a beard that never quite reaches Hemingwayesque fullness. He’s a cheerful culture-philistine—when he rips into women’s liberation, he says: “Imagine 110 women with menstrual periods trying to play Rossini—” and as confident of his charm as a rich courtesan. Marianne (Ullmann) works for a law firm, is a devoted wife and mother, and shoulders all her responsibilities with wan, stoical grace. Her portrayal of a modern Nora is impressive. Ullmann is all trembling fingers, pinched smiles, and flickering anguish (she has the most eloquent eyes of any actress alive); she has no color, but she’s grayly brilliant. Other people appear—married friends, their children, Marianne’s mother—but mostly it’s a two-character drama, expertly photographed (by Sven Nyquist), masterfully directed. The crack-up is captured almost completely in close-ups, and many respond to Scenes from a Marriage not only as a work of art but as a pentecostal illumination of their lives.

I confess I didn’t feel the fire of recognition. Wilfrid Sheed once wrote, “To lay a huge flopping and kicking prejudice right out on the table—I do not believe that Ingmar Bergman can make a bad movie. If I see one I don’t like, that’s my mistake.” To lay my own experiences on the copy desk, I’ve never been married or lived with anyone or summered in chill, dingy cottages, and the six hours of Scenes from a Marriage have only braced me in my decision not to become an adult. Moreover, if by “bad” one means corpse-cold and pretentious, then Bergman has made a slew of bad movies, among them Winter Light, Hour of the Wolf, The Silence. Several years ago there was a movie starring Toshiro Mifune and Lee Marvin called Hell in the Pacific in which the characters, not understanding each other’s language, mumble and mutter for two endless hours. Bergman’s chamber dramas, with their cosmic breakdowns of connections and gothicized dread, also made one feel stranded—Hell in the Baltic. Scenes is talkier, but it’s also maddeningly ascetic. Its setting is visually astringent—like an ice-white hospital ward—and inhumanly uncluttered, as if extras would have violated the movie’s purity. No strays appear, not even a kitten or two. Early into Scenes my heart sank because I knew Bergman had returned us to that damned island.

When an artist as enigmatic as Ingmar Bergman does something as straightforward as Scenes, it’s understandable that such simplicity is confused with artistic rigor; what’s stripped away is assumed to be flab and plumage. Bergman’s strategy is undisguisedly banal—that is, to peel away the layers of a Perfect Marriage so that we can see the blight of rancor and deceit beneath—Scenes clunks along from crisis to teary crisis, like a hobbled horse between waterholes. Bergman writes, “I have felt a kind of affection for those people.… They have grown rather contradictory, sometimes anxiously childish, sometimes pretty grown-up.” Unlike Ozu or O’Neill, he treats his characters as if they were lovable, squabbling children, and the poetry of stillness or delirium is beyond his intentions.

The banality here is teacherly: every nuance has a point. In the first two segments, Bergman sets off tremors of disaffection (Marianne’s conversation with a divorce client mirrors her own anxieties; Marianne and Johan have a rhetorical sparring after seeing A Doll’s House), and each didactic detail falls cleanly into place. Indeed, the effect is doubly didactic since Liv Ullmann’s introductions explain the characters and why they behave as they do. In the third episode, the marriage hits the reef when Johan announces he is leaving Marianne for a younger woman, Paula. Paula never appears and the rest of Scenes is starved by her absence.

The series is at its most soapily self-regarding in its reconciliation of Marianne and Johan. In both Liv Ullmann’s introduction and Bergman’s published commentary, that conclusion is described as truer to life and art than a contrived “happy ending.” At the end of segment five, Marianne and Johan, after an ugly, bloody quarrel, sign the divorce papers, their hands trembling with rage. It’s a smashing denouement, the crest of the series. Then, years later, both married to others, they rendezvous for a weekend at a summer cottage, and Scenes from a Marriage ends with Johan and Marianne cuddling under the blankets, wishing each other good night as darkness snowily descends. The tableau has a sleepy, kissy tenderness, but it’s as trite as any RKO fade-out. Their embrace—their shared acceptance of life’s meaningful meaninglessness—is an art-movie banality that has traveled from Antonioni’s La Notte to Fassbinder’s Mother Kusters. It’s intended as a sort of existential affirmation, but shared loneliness in the midst of spiritual desolation isn’t much to look forward to, is it? Liv Ullmann writes that Hollywood’s rhyming plots present “a dream world that is treacherous because it incites people to march off to ever new tunes.” Well, I would have preferred a few new tunes to slogging through Bergman’s six-hour leper-colony dirge only to arrive at a poignant cuddle-up.

After the showing of segments five and six, WNET-13 is going to have a phone-in session, in which counselors and psychologists will field questions about marriage and its discontentments. Somehow it’s dismally appropriate; Scenes from a Marriage is a telephone pole pretending to be a sequoia.

The Village Voice, April 4, 1977


Hartman Is the Best Thing About Lear

Confession: Mary Hartman, Mary Hartman caught me almost completely by surprise. It doesn’t broadly parody soap operas, and it isn’t the sort of flamboyantly “controversial” sitcom that one has come to expect from Norman Lear; which is to say that Mary Hartman doesn’t signal its comedy in any of the usual ways. On even the best TV comedies—The Mary Tyler Moore Show, Happy Days—you can hear the gears meshing as the jokes are being prepared, and frequently the preparation is more amusing than the kicker (that is, the anticipation of the joke is better than the joke itself). Mary Hartman has its awful jokey spasms, as when a character is called a “prevert” (a line older than the dust on Terry Southern’s shoes), but when the residents of Fernwood are so involved in themselves that the laughter comes leaking out of their self-absorption, it’s the most subtly, disconcertingly funny show ever to appear on television.

Mary Hartman is played with groggy charm by Louise Lasser, who has intent, earnest eyes and a ludicrously toothful smile: she’s a suburban rabbit in a beleaguered hutch. Her husband resists her strokings of sexual affection, her grandfather is a compulsive exhibitionist (he’s known in the community as the Fernwood Flasher), and her daughter, crossing the edge of puberty, is about to be questioned about a mass murder in which a family of five were slaughtered along with their goats and chickens. (“What kind of maniac would kill goats and chickens?” asks an incredulous Mary. “And what kind of man would keep goats?” replies her husband.) Even more distressing, Mary H. just can’t seem to control the growth of waxy yellow buildup on her kitchen floor.

Fortunately for the show’s dynamics, it isn’t Entropy that lives next door, but an aspiring country singer named Loretta, who practices her act in the living room for her bald-headed, beaming-with-pride husband. After winning his praise, she coos, “Honey, you make me feel bigger than Janis Joplin … when she was alive, that is.” Loretta echoes the Gwen Wells character in Nashville—a novice so ebulliently eager to please that she’s simply not going to let a little thing like lack of talent get in her way. In her bowling-alley gig, she does her honky-tonk so spiritedly that she drowns out the sound of falling pins.

The loopiness of the characters is treated with genial matter-of-factness—only Dody Goodman, doing her dumb cluck number as Mary’s mother, is overwrought—and that is what makes the show so liberating, not the “frank” subject matter. For nothing would have been more tiresomely predictable than a nightly farrago of abuse and hurled dirt. Lear has gone as far as he can go (at least I hope he has) with the almost Homeric sarcasm of Maude and All in the Family, and the gentle, laconic absurdity of Mary Hartman shows that TV adults don’t have to blister each other’s eardrums in order to be heard. Ingenious, then, to place Mary Hartman within a soap-opera ambience; in the absence of studio audience and laugh track, the relationship between the actors and the camera can be more intimate, quieter. A nice balance is struck: You don’t have the strident theatricality of a filmed-before-a-live-audience show like Maude, but you don’t have the claustrophobic close-ups and leaden pauses that you get in the soaps. What Mary Hartman takes from the soaps is the sense that the camera is another character in the room, indeed that the camera is the most observant character of all.

And what is that camera attentive to? Not sin, really, but the discovery of sin: embarrassment. Embarrassment is the experience of being trapped in one’s own lies or, even worse, discovering that one is inadequate in dealing with society’s demands. There isn’t any television genre more concerned with social rank, privilege, and style than the soap opera—the soaps are quite severe with a character who wears the wrong dress to a swank party. This is the appeal of soaps—their novelistic appeal—they deal with ambitious professional people moving through a circumscribed world, a world with boundaries, duties, treacheries, comforts, and responsibilities … a world of rooms. Embarrassment is the tension that comes with having the wrong door opened.

Then think of prime-time TV heroes: could one imagine Starsky and Hutch embarrassed? by anything? Of course not, their jaggedly dynamic world of gunplay, screeching cars, and furtive junkie killers is a narrative flux which recognizes no social restraints. And police hard-ons like Baretta and Kojak could never feel anything akin to embarrassment, not only because as actors Robert Blake and Telly Savalas are such beribboned showboats, but because if you’re given free use of a revolver, a superego is unnecessary equipment.

If you’re watching Joe Forrester or Harry O or Police Story, and then tune in, the shift from the door-crashing crime-fighters to Fernwood sets up the context of violence impinging from the outside. The nihilistic edge to Mary Hartman is that though the characters are trapped in those soap-opera rooms, the viewer is always aware of the chaotic world outside. Mary’s knocked-out quizzicality seems almost a response to, and a comment on, all the pounding action that is on prime time before 11; she’s been so battered by the violence on Hawaii Five-0 that a mass-murder in her neighborhood just doesn’t connect with her feelings.

What does connect with her feelings is sex, or rather, the lack of it. Mary feels sorrowful embarrassment not for something she’s done, but for something she can’t bring herself to do: masturbate. The bedroom scene in which she confessed to her husband that she doesn’t masturbate, that she’s never been able to masturbate, wasn’t shocking; it was sad, achingly sad. When her husband nervously changes the subject, Louise Lasser’s Mary sighs, “I can’t do it and you can’t talk about it,” and the line was charged with the pain of disconnectedness, and it was like watching a spacey American Scenes from a Marriage. It was a piercingly tender moment, one that didn’t have to endure hours of schematic plotting, studied drabness, and deadening Bergmanian sobriety to reach.

As in Scenes from a Marriage, the center of the narrative is a perplexed woman who finds the scaffoldings of her life giving way. Liv Ullmann is a great actress, but I couldn’t respond to her in Scenes—she is too alertly intelligent for the character she portrayed, and you could sense Ullmann holding herself in. Louise Lasser, though a lesser actress, is a more quiescent and vulnerable presence; her need for affection seems so genuine that her marital travails have true emotional pull. Ullmann has a firm spine of self-esteem, but Lasser’s Mary is so battered by bruising setbacks (sexual and otherwise) that at times she seems almost lost in a barbituated fog—out of focus. If Mary Hartman fulfills its promise, Lasser will sharpen as the show progresses, and the confusions of her character’s life will slowly crystallize.

So far, Mary Hartman, Mary Hartman is loose and fitful, ham-handed at times, and often too close to the edge of Carol Burnett burlesquerie, but it has verve, affection, and a loving attentiveness to the nuanced banalities of everyday talk, and in its best moments the comedy reveals the raw nerves of love’s loneliness. It’s not only more entertaining than Scenes from a Marriage, it’s better art.

The Village Voice, January 19, 1976


Stanley Siegel

Jack Paar in the Age of est

At 9:00, Stanley Siegel strides from his dressing room with the soaring confidence of a Paddy Chayefsky cartoon and opens WABC’s A.M. New York by asking, “Is anyone havin’ any fun? The British economist said in the long run we’re all dead: D-E-A-D. Well,” he says, raising his hand in a swear-to-God gesture, “I’m having fun … I’ve been to Hong Kong, China, and two world’s fairs.” Enthusiasm is percolating in Siegel like java in a Mr. Coffee because this morning his only guest is that Bathsheba of bathos, Barbara Walters. His combative charm and her cagey graciousness make for fizzy on-the-air chemistry: when Siegel asks if her professional relationship with Harry Reasoner has a hostile, hot-friction edginess, Walters says, No, that’s not true, but there’s no way to prove otherwise “unless [he] and I go up and fornicate on the air.” By the end of the show, they are garlanding each other with compliments: he praises her straight-arrow sanity (“… because I’ve seen most of the big stars and most of them are whacked out”), and she salutes his geniality, which she suggests will lead to a starry future in television. That stokes Siegel’s appetite. “I’m hungry,” he tells Barbara Walters. “You’re talking to a hungry lion.”

Each morning, the ratings arrive on a single sheet of sickly yellow paper. “Look at these figures … this is what I would see every day for the first few weeks,” says Siegel, running his finger along a column of impoverished decimals. He then points to the show’s current ratings—the numbers squiggle like healthy red corpuscles. Without much station promotion or critical attention (John J. O’Connor of the Times still has not reviewed him; Siegel says O’Connor has his dial locked on Channel 13), he has raised the show from terminal convalescence into ruddy prosperity, and his success has spurred speculation that he will soon go network to take on Tom Snyder.

“You have to be pretty fuckin’ plucky here,” says Siegel. When he first took over A.M. New York (after a three-year stint as a talk-show host in Nashville), every episode was an apache dance, and often he was the one dragged by the hair and hurled against the wall. Now, a year later, he’s still crazy, but no longer is there a kamikaze gleam in his eye. Recently, during an interview with Heinz Eiermann of the Food and Drug Administration, he asked what specific chemicals in cosmetics can do damage to the skin, and Eiermann retreated into foggy bureaucratese. Siegel kept in pursuit, Eiermann kept fudging, and soon the air in the studio was bristling with tension. “My function is that if someone is going to belly up on me, I still have the power to do something about it,” Siegel said afterward. “I made something of his circumlocutory responses to my questions, the fact that he was using these big fuckin’ technical words—if he’s the best spokesman for the FDA, well fuck, we know we’re in trouble.”

Guests unprepared for his coiled-heat questioning often curdle on the air. “In a teasing way—it was not meant to be salacious—I said to [Joan Mondale]: If your husband is the vice-president, he could become the president, which means one day you might wake up in bed with the president of the United States. She put her hands up to her face; she was so embarrassed … she reacted very poorly. I think she’s a strange woman, I really do.” Yet when confronted with the formidable feminist polemicist Flo Kennedy, Siegel could not rouse himself into argument. “I just found her pathetic. She’s not very intelligent, not very interesting; she’s not very funny: she’s a horse’s ass.”

In his fisted brashness, Siegel has often been compared to Tom Snyder, but he lowers his guard in a way Snyder never does, absorbing punches to keep the show’s adrenaline flowing. What was once mere cockiness in Snyder has now become a smirky loftiness: a recent interview with Telly Savalas was like a small-screen Twilight of the Gods because both were so imperially self-satisfied that they had nothing to say to us lesser mortals. What distinguishes Siegel is that he isn’t reluctant to play a self-mocking clown.

This harlequinade comes in many forms: there is Uncle Stan, who buddies up to his guests; there is show-business-is-my-life Stanley, who puts on a scuba suit and immerses himself in a vat of Jell-O (a stunt which got him fired as a news anchorman in Green Bay, Wisconsin); there is Stanley the party boy, who spends New Year’s Eve at Hal Prince’s and reports that everyone there was engrossed in making peanut butter with a Mr. Peanut machine (“It was the kinkiest thing ya ever saw”). There is also Stanley the klutzy rake, who says one of the reasons he’s on television is to meet “wimmen.” On a recent show with Katharine Ross, he gurgled, “You’re one of the most smashing women I’ve ever seen.” She said thank-you with the metallic politeness of a woman deft at fending off Binaca breath at singles’ bars. Then Siegel said he read in the paper about cases of pregnancy in men—“I’ve got to check out my dates, this could ruin my career.”

The camera came in tight on her as he added, “Is there anything you’d like to ask me?” Katharine Ross’s face was as beautifully cold and expressionless as Nico’s voice in a forest of violins. With a regal toss of her hair, she looked at Stanley and replied, “I can’t think of anything right now.” A BB pellet would have looked like Jupiter compared to Stanley Siegel’s ego at that moment.

Then again, his sense of absurdity may serve as carapace. “Sometimes in the green room before the show, a cameraman will say so-and-so’s an asshole, and I’ll have to go out there and do the show … I just find it funny. I’m self-amused.” Siegel can also shake off such ice-water dousings because his career is on an upward trajectory; he says talk of a network slot is “premature” but that “I’ve watched all my colleagues, and although I have respect for them, I feel I’m better.” He then launches into a Cosell harangue: “As I’ve said on the air, I want a talk-show Olympiad: I want Dick Cavett there, Tom Snyder, Johnny Carson—we’ll battle it out before a jury of nine wise Argentinians.…”

Stanley Siegel’s rodomontade isn’t all steam either. He’s going to be a megastar on TV, not only because of his ebullience, impudent charm, and spacey wit, but because the way he waves and unfurls his personality like a toreador’s cape is perfect for the therapy-junkie seventies. “I’m trying to bring my life on television, as much as I can. It’s television reality, but there’s a lot of reality to it.” Siegel’s TV antecedent is Jack Paar, who waged feuds with the press, showed home movies of lion cubs and daughter Randy, and wept copiously enough to raise the ark from that Turkish mountaintop. Like Paar, Siegel’s heart-on-the-sleeve effusions are edged with charlatan cunning. What he has done on A.M. New York is bring Paar’s confessional style into the est–Arica–T.M.–let-all-birds-be-uncaged zeitgeist.

Hence the most popular segment on the show is Stanley and the Shrink. “Every Friday I go on the couch. Have you seen this? Well, I get on the goddam couch, and you know what I said last week?—My family was in town, and I wanted to murder my mother.” Do you feel better afterward? “Absolutely.” Siegel, who off-camera is in therapy three times a week, says that the most letters he’s ever received have been for the Stanley-and-the-Shrink segments, which suggests that perhaps the Ice Age of Johnny Carson is nearing its end. Even though in recent weeks Carson has had some uncharacteristic outbursts—tearing up traffic tickets, setting fire to his notes, invading the set of CPO Sharkey—he still allows not a drop of emotion to leak out. What Siegel said of Dick Cavett applies to Carson as well: “[He] came off as a guy who was pretty cold and could not cry, could not put his arms around anybody, couldn’t reveal personal secrets.” Referring to Cavett’s “knowing coolness,” Siegel says, “Wit is …,” and he can’t find a word to express his contempt for bloodless wit, so he says simply, “Be human.”

After the Katharine Ross interview, Stanley went on the couch while Dr. Elizabeth Thorne sat vigilantly near. “Whenever I’m in the presence of a beautiful woman, I panic.” With one arm in the air, he grappled with a paradox: in his relations with women, he feels that “if they like me, there’s something wrong with them; if they don’t like me, there’s something wrong with me.” But professionally, he said, he feels good, he feels stronger all the time, and the camera closed in until the only image on the screen was Stanley Siegel’s clenched fist.

The Village Voice, February 7, 1977


Postscript

Despite my bold prediction, Stanley Siegel did not achieve next-big-thingness as a talk show host. After his initial streak across the sky, his comet went cold and there would be no triumphant career rebound for him as there was for Regis Philbin, who caromed around after serving as Joey Bishop’s sidekick on Bishop’s late night show to nag his way into household status as the beloved “Reege.” So why include the column? Because Siegel’s flourishing on the New York scene captures the wacky, driven narcissism of the Me Decade and the high-roller bravado that even a local-TV phenomenon could boast. Glue a swinger’s mustache on Stanley and knock off twenty or thirty IQ points and he could be Manhattan’s answer to Anchorman’s Ron Burgundy. After his WABC talk show was canceled, Siegel seemed to dematerialize into the Phantom Zone, nothing was heard about him for decades, and then he resurfaced, contacting me to let me know that he was now hosting a travel show on cable’s RLTV channel called Stanley on the Go, where he jaunts around the world making an amiable nuisance of himself. It’s a show aimed at the AARP generation, making Siegel one of the few TV performers to leap from youthful insouciance to senior adventurousness while skipping middle age altogether. He has lost none of his lusty love of attention in the interim. In the Stanley on the Go episode devoted to his trip to Jordan, he makes his entrance in a Ben-Hur chariot. He is, in his own perverse fashion, an inspiration to us all.




The Vindication of Vanessa Redgrave

Playing for Time


INTERVIEWER: Do you think people should watch [Playing for Time]?

FANIA FENELON: No, exactly not. Boycott, complete boycott. It will give a false impression of concentration camps. I know that some of our enemies, the fascists and the Nazis, still exist. Everywhere in the whole world they will say, “You see? We were right. A concentration camp was like a sanitarium. They could be very happy there.…”

—Los Angeles Herald Examiner, October 30, 1979



On a boxcar shipping Nazi Germany’s undesirables to Auschwitz, mothers rock their weeping children, bits of light and scenery blink through the slats, and a pailful of urine tips over, provoking cries of distress, disgust. The train stops, the doors slide open: and a long season in Hell begins for French-Jewish nightclub singer Fania Fenelon (Vanessa Redgrave). She and the other female passengers are herded to the reception block of Birkenau, Auschwitz’s extermination camp. Stripped of their clothes and belongings, the women are branded on the arm with an identification tattoo—Fenelon’s number: 74862—and their hair is chopped off by jeering, piggish Polish girls clicking blunt scissors. Trickles of blood run down their brows as their hair is hacked into patches of scrubby fuzz. Skeletons draped in striped rags stare with dead eyes at the newcomers: the newcomers punctuate the night with coughs, moans, sobs. Where, asks Fenelon, are the people we came in with? And, as the camera peers through a miasmic haze, a Polish girl points to a building in which the windows are red with flame and smoke is heaving from the chimney. “There are your friends,” she says. “Cooking.”

Based on Fania Fenelon’s memoir, Playing for Time (September 30, CBS) picks through the rubble of Auschwitz for three hours, trying futilely to make sense of history’s most tragic moment of senselessness. After films like Seven Beauties and The Night Porter, after mini-series like Holocaust and bestsellers like Sophie’s Choice and documentaries like Alain Resnais’s Night and Fog, concentration-camp imagery comes almost too easily: the curling loops of barbed wire, corpses piled like sticks of firewood, the gleaming boots of the SS, the tattoos, smoke rising in mounds from the crematoria. In this controversial production, director Daniel Mann and screenwriter Arthur Miller have spared us the grisly, gut-wrenching worst: we never see bodies roasted, children tormented. And yet Fenelon’s claim that the drama makes concentration-camp life look like a holiday simply doesn’t stick. Playing for Time lurches from scene to scene, its acting is often stilted and drab, and the dialogue is aimed at the lowest rungs in the audience. (“Her uncle was Gustav Mahler, the great composer,” says one inmate to another—as if we wouldn’t know who Mahler was.) Yet with all its inept awkwardnesses, the film never loses its grip on our feelings and conscience—and for that full credit must go to its embattled star. Vanessa Redgrave gives a brave, stirring performance; she vindicates the film—she vindicates herself.

Not everyone will agree. When the casting of Redgrave as Fenelon was first announced, there were angry objections from Jewish organizations like the Simon Wiesenthal Center of Holocaust Studies and the Anti-Defamation League of B’nai Brith, Hollywood writers and producers (Larry Gelbart, David Wolper, the late Dore Schary), and, of course, Fenelon herself. In part, the objections were personal: Redgrave was too old for the role, it was argued, too old and too toweringly tall. In a complaint which itself bordered on anti-Semitism, some argued that Redgrave didn’t have the right conformation—or as producer Bud Yorkin put it, “If Vanessa Redgrave looks Jewish, I look Swedish.” But of course the greatest objection was to Redgrave’s fierce and unwavering support of the PLO. Said Howard M. Squadron of the American Jewish Congress: “The idea that Vanessa Redgrave, who publicly supported the terrorist cause and the PLO goal of destroying Israel, has been cast in the role of a concentration-camp inmate is grotesque. It is bound to be regarded as offensive by the Jewish community.” It was; it still is.

But as soon as Redgrave appears on the screen one’s reservations float away like wisps of milkweed. Regal and top-lofty in most of her roles, Redgrave here reduces herself to a pair of red, raw knuckles and a gray-stubbled skull; she diminishes herself heroically, into a charcoal sketch of walking death. In the opening sequence, Fenelon performs at the piano in some shadowy, murmurous dive in Paris, and with her lacquered hair and tired, wise eyes, Redgrave looks oddly like the young Lillian Hellman (an homage to her role in Julia?). After aiding the French resistance, Fenelon—who’s half-Jewish—is sent to Auschwitz, where she thirsts and starves into semiconsciousness until a voice in the barracks shriekingly asks if anyone there can sing Madame Butterfly. Fenelon is nudged into volunteering. Frightened, groggy, confused, she falteringly taps away at a Bechstein keyboard, but the audition is a success; she’s accepted into the Auschwitz orchestra along with her friend Marianne (Melanie Mayron, who starred in Girlfriends). Led by a proud violinist named Alma Rose (Jane Alexander), the orchestra plays outdoors for inmates who are being marched to their deaths and indoors for SS officers who pride themselves on their refined tastes. One of the connoisseurs enraptured by Fenelon’s music is the infamous Dr. Mengele, played with foxy understatement by Max Wright, an actor better known for his comedy performances (he was one of the screwball scientists in Marshall Brickman’s Simon).

Some of the casting and acting are a touch off-pitch. When Alma conducted, writes Fenelon, she “gave off an extraordinary sensuality; her relaxed mouth softened, half-opened; her eyes misted over; her body trembled.” Jane Alexander is an intelligent, capable actress, and she was classily sexy in a recent Dick Cavett Show interview; but as Alma she never persuades the viewer that she is enthralled by music—eroticized by it. The schoolteacherly edge of impatience Alexander brings to the
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