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Agent of Change:

A Conversation with William Gaddis
by Paul Ingendaay

18th-19th December 1995 in East Hampton, Long Island, NY
Mr. Gaddis, you have retired on Long Island, are known for shying away from publicity, and not very interview-friendly as well. When you won the National Book Award for your novel J R, you said, ‘I see myself as part of a vanishing breed who thinks that the writer should be read and not heard’. You criticize today’s tendency of ‘putting the person in place of the work’.

Gaddis: But that was in 1975, twenty years ago and today the fixation has become nothing short of a curse.  No one’s interested in the word any longer, but only in their own representation.  Some people that have never even read my work come up and say: Oh, so you’re one of these exciting writers.  I’ve heard quite a lot about you.  Just tell me what your new book’s all about. They don’t have a clue what to ask about something that they’ve never read.  It’s nothing else but publicity and spin that doesn’t want to have anything to do with the work. That sort of thing I’ve always kept away from and still do. I’m definitely not going to write a novel to get an invitation for some talk show.

So it goes that everything that you have to say is in your books?

Gaddis: That’s what I believe, yes.

You’re known as one of the most important American novelists of this century; at the same time you’re one of the least read. How do you feel about such a contradictory situation?

Gaddis: Well, that’s something that personally I’ve never been able to understand. The literary agent that I have been working with all these years once told me: you’ve had the most remarkable literary career that anyone could imagine

Highly regarded but little read: does it get you down?

Gaddis: Earlier it did. Nowadays I personally find my position as a thoroughly fascinating paradox. But I don’t worry about it any longer.

Because of their complexity, intellectual demands and literary allusiveness, your novels look towards a cultured readership. Is America too stupid for such novels?

Gaddis: Well, I just don’t know why people in America really buy books and how some become best sellers and some don’t. So I think stupidity is generally the rule. To what extent that affects people who read books, I don’t know exactly, but most people don’t read books anyway simply because they are stupid. With the exception of advise books: how to escape responsibility, how to make a million dollars, how to do this and that. But a very small audience only reads what we call literature. People want to be entertained and this country is obsessed with entertainment. A film production runs to one hundred and twenty million dollars. And that can also go for television: support will always turns into stupidity. Or people read someone like Danielle Steele. I once looked at one of her books. Absolutely unbearable. She makes no demands whatsoever in writing literature. And I have nothing against that. All I’m saying is that basically we don’t read literature any longer, but we do want to be entertained. And that’s exactly what we do in America. Politics is entertainment, everything is entertainment.

Even the weather forecasts …

Gaddis: Exactly! These pretty weather girls. That’s what we want. Entertainment!

So you do not look upon your own novels as entertainment?

Gaddis: Oh yes, but what percentage of the population are we talking about? I think my books are entertaining of course, and over the past couple of years the have also said so openly, especially with regard to A Frolic of His Own …

For which you again won the National Book Award

Gaddis: yes, there were lots of reviews of it stating that it was entertaining and funny. The book is about justice and lawyers, and I received lots of letters from lawyers, of which one wrote: A wonderful book, the wittiest I’ve read in years, and so on … It is interesting because many of the reviews insisted that I had torn the legal profession to shreds. The lawyers, however, see it completely different. They said: it’s exactly so and the whole thing is really wildly funny.

In forty years you only published four novels, but their bulk is the equivalent of about ten to twelve normal ​sized novels you have never published much secondary work like stories or essays. Has working your novels involved your total concentration?
Gaddis: Yes, because that’s my job. And I don’t like working on things I don’t understand. Novels are my craft, my calling, if you like. That’s why I’m not at all interested in anything else like stories or essays.

Have you ever composed any verse?

Gaddis: I think when I was a very young man I did one write some very bad verse.

You worked a long time in the world of Public Relations, as well as for the U. S. Army. Was that just as a job for money? Or was it also from an inner necessity?

Gaddis: That was just a job? When my first novel The Recognitions appeared in1955, I naturally thought it would be a success. At the time I was young and thought that my novel was enormously important. But of course it very quickly disappeared from circulation. I had just got married, and then in the following years along came two children, but I had no income and so had to get a job. This, however, had nothing whatsoever to do with literature, which was what I really wanted to do. So I went into a pharmaceutical company and suffered it for five years writing stuff like speeches and so forth.

Were you able to gather any material from this for J R?
Gaddis: Well - a little bit I suppose. Especially the atmosphere and general feelings which many of the men suffer. What I mean is the terrible separation in respect of supporting your family and to do that having to hold down a job you hate. But money must be had no matter how. And that is how our system works: men hating their job.

Is this part of your life reflected somewhat in the character of Thomas Eigen in J R?

Gaddis: Yes, very much so. It is interesting because I identified myself with Eigen when I began the book. I gave him my experience, all my disappointments and what have you. He really saw himself as a very important person but had to work in a job he hated. More importantly, he has to work at something he can’t have any respect for. But as the book developed, he just went on moaning that I finally didn’t see him as anything special. I thought, this character’s really getting on my nerves. You see, we’ve all go to get through it somehow. Not everybody can live out their main interest in life. But Eigen simply whined too much and I couldn’t bear it any longer. It was a curious experience.

The Recognitions in some respect can be compared with Melville’s Moby-Dick. Melville achieved in literature an American modernism, and The Recognitions is seen as the worthy beginnings of so-called Postmodernism. The critics’ reaction to The Recognitions to some respect matches that of Moby-Dick: witless and incompetent. Did this lack of appreciation for your work shock you?

Gaddis: Yes, very much so. I worked on the book for seven years, and of course I was to some extent given to the vanity of a young man. I had taken a good look around me and everything that interested me seemed to be based on lies and cheating especially art counterfeiting which is the theme of the book. And if you then, as I did, become obsessed about the counterfeiting theme, you see it everywhere. Everywhere I looked I came across falsification. And I thought I’d made a great discovery. All our values were false values and no one else had thought about this. And so as a young man I was greatly shocked and very much disillusioned to see the book appear only to disappear again in a few months.

After The Recognitions, you were silent for twenty years. Was that because of your being rejection by the critics?
Gaddis: It was that, but if I were able to I wouldn’t have stayed silent for twenty years. I basically needed these twenty years to earn a living. But besides, I’d been making notes and writing a play about the Civil War which I finally worked into my previous novel. But I was an entirely typical American citizen with a family that had to be supported. So I was doing a job in pharmaceutics and later on in the Sixties I wrote a film or the Army, speeches for Eastman Kodak, things that quite simply helped to pay the bills.

Your subsequent novels sometimes got a friendlier reception from the critics, sometimes downright enthusiastic.

Gaddis: Yes, but there’s a negative aspect too. There are actually only a few real critics of literature in the United States. Indeed, there are academic critics who concentrate solely on works by dead authors, let’s say Melville. But it’s quite different with reviewers. Many of them wrongly think they are critics. When I won the National Book Award for J R, there were some people who really said: Gaddis won the prize for J R because of the bad conscience about not giving it him for his first novel. Things are in such a way that one can only shake one’s head …

What should a reviewer do - and what not?

Gaddis: He must have standards - that’s very important. He must be extremely well read. He must know an author’s work that he’s reviewing …

There is however the feeling that many of those who reviewed The Recognitions simply hadn’t read it.
Gaddis: Quite right. I’ve read reviewers who simply plagiarized the blurb. And this tendency is today getting much worse because of the television. So we have his problem again: representation instead of the work. The artistic creation debased by the artistic representation that’s the nightmare!

There is a study entitled Fire the Bastards! about the fatal reception that The Recognitions had by someone called Jack Green. Do you know the man?

Gaddis: I got to know him later. It was simply the same again with these arrogant reviewers who maintained that I was Jack Green and so I wrote it all. Green out an advert from out of his own pocket in Village Voice, so others then said, I had paid for and written it

And then there was the rumor that you and Thomas Pynchon were one and the same.

Gaddis: Uh huh, that‘s typical again of the American obsession that everyone must have an inside story to tell whatever it might be. It goes from Clinton and the beautiful girl Jennifer Flowers to O. J. Simpson - we have to feed this appetite for …

Soap Opera?

Gaddis: Precisely.

Do you find these rumors amusing?

Gaddis: Nowadays I can chuckle about it. It’s thoroughly amusing. And may be I can work it into my next book.

Meanwhile there have been a great number of academic studies on your work. Does that interest you? 

Gaddis: I don’t really keep track of these things. These works sometimes are sent to me and occasionally I find them interesting, but they have no influence except flatter my vanity.

At that time didn’t your publisher also seem not to bother promoting The Recognitions particularly?

Gaddis: That was the case. In the month the book appeared, there was a sudden reversal in the publisher’s board of directors. The man who had proofed the book left the company - a first novel of nine hundred pages is a terrible risk - and also they all thought it was complicated and difficult and what have you. A new man came in to the firm, who had a look and said: how can this be allowed to happen? Why do we want to publish such a thing? I think there were only a few, and very small adverts for it. They then let it slip as fast as possible through their fingers so it wouldn’t cause any further loss.

So you walked out on the publisher?

Gaddis: Yes. The Recognitions was left on the shelf and destroyed!

Did you have any better experiences with publishers later on?

Gaddis: No, no, it was always a catastrophe. Maybe my publisher took a bit more trouble over my last book. They only bother about it being a bestseller and if it is, can will it have any publicity so they can sell still more. But you must also realize that all that publishers want to produce are bestsellers so they can give me a good advance. Maybe publishers only do that for their own interest. Maybe they want to be something better than just being a publisher.

Your novels show two ways of living that an artist can choose: on the one hand, fame and success through amenable popularity, and the other, resistance and the search for truth that always entail hopelessness and a desperate struggle for existence. With The Recognitions, didn’t you sometimes curse your nonconformist art?

Gaddis: Well goodness gracious me! Well I don’t think so. The fiasco only confirmed what I knew and thought. At the beginning I had thought it was going to be a very important and successful book, but when I had had some serious afterthoughts about it, I realized that my picture of reality was quite right unfortunately. The serious artist has a difficult time in a consumerist culture obsessed with entertainment.

In the late Forties, you hung around the bohemian scene in Greenwich Village that gets a very portrayal in The Recognitions. Didn’t you get fed up at any time with this scene?

Gaddis: Yes, I suppose so. I lived in the Village after the war in the late Forties, but by 1948 I was traveling in Spain and living there by myself. I was always taken by Spain, especially its aestheticism that was a real lesson for me. The New York scene depressed me. I’d had a bellyful of it. Then I was in France for a year, and North Africa for a short while, and returned to New York in 1951 and began finishing the book. And I was having delusions in my head of the you’d-better-do-it-now sort.

You are well traveled. Among other places was Central America where you lived in Panama.

Gaddis: I worked for a winter in the Canal Zone, and went to Costa Rica where I had my only experience of a military coup. I thought it was very exciting then. But it only lasted a week, and our side won.

With the noticeable exception of The Recognitions, you never used your travels in your other books. Why is that?

Gaddis: Because the question that interests me is: What is America all about? What’s up with America? I mean, it’s a land where one per cent of the population has at its disposal about forty per cent of the nation’s assets - very interesting for a writer. 

When and why did retire to Long Island?

Gaddis: I was born in Manhattan, but had my early childhood on Long Island. Then I went to boarding school in New England when I was five or six, and then returned to Long Island, went to college in New England, but I’ve always returned to Long Island. Long Island is becoming worse as New York overspills, and I’m always moving further and further away. Now I’ve am nearly run out of room. I suppose my next step will be in the Ocean.

Are great public attention and serious art irreconcilable opposites?

Gaddis: You know, earlier I often used to think about that, but nowadays it doesn’t interest me any longer. I only write what I want. I’m fascinated by justice and language of course and that all gets in my recent book and that is also much more successful that the earlier ones. Although I don’t harbor any illusions, I also don’t have any particular aversion to popular culture.

What do you think of acclaimed writers like Cormac McCarthy, John Updike or Don DeLillo who don’t produce rubbish but do become best sellers?

Gaddis: I’ve never really understood why McCarthy is now so successful. He’s fantastic standing far beyond the rest. Maybe his success goes with his theme of the American Western. Similarly with Larry McMurtry whose books so to speak are still opening up the frontier.

And Updike?

Gaddis: That’s a different kettle of fish. He’s very clever. When I say I’m interested in America, of course it goes for him too. But his and my America are entirely different. He writes about John Cheever’s America, of which I know enough myself. I’ve lived in Westchester, commuted to and from New York, liked a drink when I was young​er and never missed out on a party. But Updike for example admires Nabokov. And I do not at all. I cannot excuse Nabokov for doing Dostoyevsky down. Of course, Nabokov is clever too, very much so, and sometimes he only wants to show that he’s much more clever than you and I, that he’s the most clever of us all.

Have you ever read Umberto Eco?

Gaddis: No, but his success fascinates me. My work on the one hand is judged to be difficult, inaccessible - there’s that terrible word. It’s always vexed me on the other hand because I find my books rather amusing. Entertainment is an important part of a novel, and I try to make mine entertaining.

It is bad that criticism has so to speak declared your work to be unreadable.

Gaddis: That is the cross I have to bear. It is the problem

What sort of relationship have you had with the movies? A popular medium, but one that can certainly produce serious works.

Gaddis: Sometimes. In America 50,000 books appear every year and from those there are many that - well, not all that many really - that are real works of art, pure literature. And it’s the same with movies. The majority is rubbish, but then there are some wonderful movies.

Could you give an example?

Gaddis: Five Easy Pieces with Jack Nicholson. It’s about a guy who tries to avoid his calling. He really ought to be an artist, a pianist, and look after his talent, but avoiding them, he destroys his life. The way the movie looks at the problem of artists not yielding to their calling is very touching.

What do you think of Robert Altman? The way he makes movies is fairly similar to the way you do your novels. 

Gaddis: You’re right. Nashville fascinated me. At the time I was working on J R and had this idea that maybe Robert Altman would come across my book and make a movie of it; he could do it.

And J R would make a good movie as well.

Gaddis: Yes indeed. Other than that there is a movie I haven’t seen but have heard of, Richie Rich. It’s about a boy who is the richest child in the world. But it’s stupid, stupid, stupid. J R would make a good movie because J R is a boy who doesn’t know much about what he’s doing, but what he does do must be done because he believes that’s what must be done in the world to be successful. He creates a paper empire that’s worth a million and the whole stock market falls into chaos. And he believes so to speak in his own myth.

In The Recognitions the Old Dutch masters represent authentic art. Has that anything to do with the artist so to speak disappearing into the work? Because authentic art has nothing to do with vanity or narcissism? Because the artist remains invisible?

Gaddis: Yes partly. That’s as I’ve seen it for these past forty years. These painters worked in a framework of belief and conviction, their work was part of an era in which belief was important. They were also in service to their art. Nowadays it’s very different, of course. Originality didn’t become an important aspect in art until the Sixteenth and Seventeenth Centuries. Prior to that, it was about the creation of beauty for commissions from the Church or patrons as far as I see it.

On the other hand in your novels there are numerous portraits of the artist William Gaddis and often they are ironic, satiric and mostly very contradictory.

Gaddis: It’s impossible for me to say anything about that. One is always somewhat self-centered, but while one is so there is always the matter of contradiction. 

Sometimes it’s like a game of hide-and-seek, a game with masks.

Gaddis: Yes, I like to disguise myself.

That The Recognitions is held to be a key postmodern novel does not so much depend upon the style of the book but more upon its themes: counterfeiting, swindling, the desire for originality. Do you believe that the contemporary falsification of the sign along with computer technology working as simulation has very great repercussions?
Gaddis: Yes, in the widest sense of the term. Falsification for simply producing more falsification is a pejorative term because it is forbidden. Simulation is a friendlier word for computers, the Internet and what have you that control us more and more.

Did Gide’s The Counterfeiters influence you?

Gaddis: I read it in college, but it didn’t influence me.

You are supposedly very much influenced by Joyce, but you’ve always contended this claim. There are, however, stronger influences from C. G. Jung, definitely T. S. Eliot and of course Dostoyevsky above all.

Gaddis: I’ve never read Ulysses. That I must painfully admit. I did flick through Finnegans Wake at some time, and a couple of its lyrical passages are really wonderful.

But they had nothing to do with The Recognitions?

Gaddis: Nothing at all. It’s really all in the clouds. My book appeared, and like Ulysses it was long, complicated, similar in its allusiveness and then there were those who maintained: He’s trying to write like Joyce. And that is ridiculous. But Eliot! Keats once said a poem should be the highest expression of our highest thoughts or something similar. And when at college I came across Eliot’s Four Quartets I felt: My God, he’s exactly expressed the way I perceive the world around me. Lines like "a world of a thousand lost golf balls" or "men and bits of paper blown by a cold wind" is as I see New York. I immediately devoured Eliot. And Dostoyevsky, you’re absolutely right. I’ve been reading him all my life. That man could do everything. Complicated characters, madness …

He’s also very funny …

Gaddis: Very very funny, yes. And passionate! The epitome of passion that someone like Nabokov could never understand; he knows nothing about passion. And Jung, definitely. I discovered him at college, the idea of a manifold myth that’s also in The Recognitions like the idea of the virgin birth in successive cultures.

I also feel that Evelyn Waugh influences you as in the way his novels develop through dialogue.

Gaddis:

Waugh is very witty, very quick. He must be one of my favorite authors.

Like you, he is a very good observer of detail.

Gaddis: And above all enormously precise and economical. He can build on a scene with only half a dozen or so people and at the same time it’s highly alive. Form Waugh I learned about economy which sounds very odd for someone like me writing a novel of nine hundred pages.

Nevertheless, our novels are very precise.

Gaddis: I think so too. But there are people who see otherwise.

The Recognitions is rooted deeply in metaphysical, mythological and religious traditions. It is not just about the search for purity in art, but it is also some sort of search for God, like Dostoyevsky's novels. Your later work lacks this metaphysical quality almost completely. Why is this?
Gaddis: These questions as I see and represent them have been ignored and withdrawn from. When I was young I was struck by the idea of the absolute. Unattainable absolute truths that nevertheless were present. As in Dostoyevsky, who couldn’t bear it, having to live in a senseless universe. That was what he struggled against: There must be some sense! Either one finds sense or is killed pursuing it. But as I grew older going through life’s stages and with every book I thought that this metaphysical need had gone astray; I was turning into a thorough relativist. I find that the idea arising from a senseless universe is thoroughly acceptable. And this grew with me as I became interested during the Fifties and Sixties in existentialism. The Recognitions still has this almost sentimental quest for higher truths, the flirtation with the Catholic Church. One day out of the blue this Polish girl turned up on the doorstep, carrying a massive rucksack and a bottle of Polish vodka in her hand, in the other a bouquet of flowers. She wanted to talk with me about The Recognitions. She was also a fanatical catholic and I said: just accept that I don’t really belong to the true faith. But she went on insisting that I did and didn’t really know what I was writing about, God, truth and so shouldn’t be willing to argue about it with her any further.

When one reads The Recognitions, one can get the idea that your father was a priest.
Gaddis: No, no. But the headmaster of my boarding school was. He had been a missionary, a New England Calvinist who for me always was a representative of the American version of religion without the pomp and ritual of Catholicism.

The Recognitions might also be seen to be influenced by Walter Benjamin’s theory about the aura. Benjamin’s definition of the aura as the phenomenon of a distance that seems to be near at hand is almost like Wyatt’s experience in the novel.

Gaddis: It has a purely metaphysical sound. But there is a project that I’ve had at the back of my mind for forty years about the player piano and I suppose it does have something to do with Benjamin’s essay on art. Except that then, I find it very embarrassing that I didn’t know anything about this essay, and I didn’t get to know about it until much later on. When I did read it, I thought, my God, I ought to have known about it earlier, but then I thought, if I had read it, I would have the feeling that he had already done the work - and why should I do it again?

Since we are talking about a German author, are there other German authors that were or are important for you?

Gaddis: Earlier at college, I was under the influence of the Romantics, especially Novalis. For The Recognitions, Goethe’s Faust had been very important, and Wagner’s Rheingold for J R - almost too much to tell the truth. A dwarf that grabs money and then says such a stupid thing as I renounce love for money and so on. And that he is a dwarf is even better. That I just couldn’t resist. For a while now I’ve been very enthusiastic about Thomas Bernhard. As crazy as he sometimes is. But his madness is always aimed at himself, and that concept fascinates me. And besides he is funny. Excruciatingly funny.

Unlike The Recognitions, your later novels are almost exclusively set in confined spaces, in houses, rooms, telephone kiosks, lifts etc. Is that a Kafka influence perhaps?

Gaddis: If that does have any connection with Kafka, I don’t really know. I last read him in the Fifties. We intellectuals in Greenwich Village were all Kafka fans. But I any of that got into the novels, I don’t know.

And why in your novels is nature always seen as something ‘outside’? Seen through windows and above all by women?

Gaddis: The woman in Carpenter’s Gothic sits in the house as if it were a prison, and nature is configured to some extent as freedom. In the last book however, nature is more of a threat, which is how I personally see it. It was different in The Recognitions, because the book has a narrator. But now I write dialogue, and if the speakers are allowed to come and go, they are doing something for some reason or other rather like going as if they were on automatic. Nature is only a backdrop, or as in Carpenter’s Gothic, it has obviously something to do with freedom except that this freedom is actually death.

Apropos Kafka in Greenwich Village: I’ve recently been reading a book by Anatole Broyard, When Kafka Was the Rage, set in Greenwich Village around the Forties or Fifties. The blurb describes the story, and also states that William Gaddis is in it, but there is not one sign of you.

Gaddis: That is very interesting, because … Well, Anatole was very attractive as a young man, and the ladies just melted away there was one girl he wrote about who was the model for Esme in The Recognitions. I was madly in love with that girl. I was Anatole’s rival and so we weren’t close friends. I believe that I became what Anatole would like to have been. He wanted to write novels, but for years became the critic for The New York Times. And I was writing novels. May be he had the feeling that he wanted and should have done that. Oh well … The character Max in the novel who always knows better than everyone else is rather a smooth type: he was based on Anatole.

So why are you mentioned in the blurb but not the text?

Gaddis: I don’t know. Perhaps it’s a pure fluke. Whoever wrote the blurb might have been acquainted with the history between Anatole, the girl and me and just simply used my name. It’s like another soap …

American authors such as Thomas Pynchon, Don DeLillo or Robert Coover are obviously greatly influenced by you. Do you for your part follow their work?

Gaddis: When J R appeared it was rumored that Pynchon wrote it. I think that he and I have our parallels especially with regard to the entropy motive. But I’ve only read a little of him. And Coover, he now deals with things like Hypertexts or whatever they’re called. I mean, he is very intelligent and unique, but he goes in quite a different direction to me. DeLillo has said some very warm things such as I’ve been an influence on him, but it doesn’t mean that it’s reciprocal. I cam across his book about the Kennedy-assas​sination, very good!

In regard to its content and especially its speech, The Recognitions differs from your later work. The unmistakable Gaddis-sound really appeared with J R. Was The Recognitions a massive prelude?

Gaddis: Oh well, as already said, there’s twenty years difference between the two. The Recognitions was a young man’s novel. When I was writing J R, however, I was concerned about representing ‘Real Time’ in the narration and about getting rid of the narrator. In that respect, it has a completely different approach. Earlier I was more romantic and had a thirst for glory.

But your later work also has a thirst for fame …

Gaddis: Yes, but for reasons that are good yet still completely different. And I don’t have any desire to do the same thing twice. And as for how I sound – that’s for the critics to decide.

The Recognitions is a parody of Goethe’s Faust ...

Gaddis: Yes, that’s how it was originally planned.

J R can also be read as a parody of Wagner’s Rheingold. And Carpenter’s Gothic clearly derives from a Shakespeare sonnet. Does your work develop from within a literary tradition?
Gaddis: Yes, I like to have these preoccupations and allusions at the back of my novels. 

Would you agree with the thesis that the contemporary novel does not so much represent a picture of reality but describes the damage to reality?

Gaddis: That is an interesting question because of course both are possible. I’m very worried about mimesis the representation of reality: I allow people to see as they want how the two penetrate one another, are misunderstood arising through false assumptions and by being always confused with everything. My characters reflect the fragmented reality we all live in, but my work of course is n social realism. It is a thoroughly other kind of reality to the one meant when one speaks of reality. 

J R appearing twenty years ago is a highly realistic novel about finance and the stock market. In a certain respect, this book proved to predict a reality yet to come. 

Gaddis: Right. Reaganomics. The book anticipated the Eighties, the stupidity of Reagan’s version of free enterprise. Today, everything is much worse. But as the book isn’t read, nobody takes notice.

Even A Folic of His Own is prognostic in that it foretells of the recourse to the legal circus that must be entered into as with the O. J. Simpson case. The absurdity of the American legal system ...
Gaddis: yes, but the Simpson case in a civil one since in the U. S. there are the Criminal and Civil Law which are two entirely different worlds. Criminal Law only interests me in so far as it does any average newspaper reader. Civil Law, however, in all its manifestations since Plato or Hammurabi tries to create a framework for civilization so that people can live with each other and not oppose the rights of others’ by putting them underfoot. But what is now especially interesting about the American framework is the fact that anyone can sue anyone else for anything. But this undermines the law by basically exhausting all legal possibilities. Originally the law was to facilitate life, but nowadays it has become so complicated that as an example there are corporate lawyers that don’t so much study the law to see how to break it but how to get around it. For example, J R says that under no circumstances does he want to break the law, but he does try to avoid the spirit of the law. Listen to the letter of the law but steer clear of its spirit. And that’s why there is a need for lawyers. And the highest paid are corporate lawyers. In the U. S. at the moment there’s a discussion about legal responsibility. One can’t sue any longer about the reliability of a product. Until now one could go to court if one cut a finger opening a can or say my car exploded killing my daughter

Is the conflict between the law and justice central to A Frolic of His Own?

Gaddis: The idea arose from my first wife’s divorce lawyer by the way. Whenever I was once furious with her, I said to him: Listen, just skin her alive and get the kids, which is simply not just. And he would say: In the next life you will perhaps fight for justice, in this life you have the law. And that’s how I then began that novel.

You have spoken before now about how the landscape of Long Island is being destroyed. J R mentions it amongst other things. The novel makes a powerful criticism about the false awareness that America has about the world around it. Will America destroy itself as it is destroying its surroundings?

Gaddis: The problem is that it allows it to happen and the political situation unfortunately allows it even now. For example, a lobby is nearly always an institution that has to be responsible for polluting the environment and so we have lobby groups from industry who can press for a change in the law which waters down any environmental protection and so compromises high values that can always allow quicksilver or whatever to be dumped buy the barrel load into rivers. Or take the redwood forests on the West Coast that have nearly been completely chopped down. And the wood is sold to Japan.

J R takes place in the 70s and so well before the general computerization of society. The novel deals with the destruction of human communication, not by stupidity but by media such as the telephone and television. Electronic media today is always equated with better communication. What are your thoughts about that? 

Gaddis: I think that everything is still becoming more and more complicated. In J R, I draw upon Norbert Wiener, the father of cybernetics whose mechanical observations explained communication to the world. The more complicated the message the greater danger there is for errors. That’s the beginning of entropy and the bringing of everything into confusion. And now the electronic media are becoming ever more complicated and there’s always the greater possibility for error to enter into the system. This connection I’ve always worked into all my novels. The book I’m writing now will be especially concerned about the operation of a behavior that originates from false preconceptions that are themselves a misunderstanding but in which we must continue all the same. J R somewhat anticipates that. There are these little scenes with the picture-phone that AT & T once thought would be a success; so everyone would want a picture-phone. But the development that they have since undergone is staggering. I think that the basic problem is that broadcasting the messages has become too complicated.

Does J R have a basic real-life model?

Gaddis: No. Perhaps he is as I thought I was when I was an eleven-year-old. The reason he is only eleven is that he is amoral …

And quite innocent …

Gaddis: Yes, absolutely. And that is the difference between him and the people he meets, but who behave amorally and know it is wrong; only they accept this behavior and know that if we pervert justice and avoid the spirit of the law we will hardly know that we are fouling things up, but that’s exactly what America is all about: ever gaily onward regardless to be successful and earn money. And J R looks around him and of course he thinks: Aha, that’s how it’s done. At times he doesn’t know where the commas go in an enormous figure that he’s able to destroy a whole town and make hundreds of people jobless.

Do people recognize themselves your portrayal of them in your books? If so, perhaps they are not just friends?

Gaddis: One of the reasons I wrote J R was that the little town that I was living in on Long Island near New York was being recklessly destroyed. It was just as it here now, farms meadows, etc …

What is the town called?

Gaddis: Massapequa. My family had been in the house since 1915. It was the model for the Basts’ house in J R. Everything was quite rural then. And then came the nightmare known as development so that we had to sell after being in the house for fifty years. There’s some bank or other there now. It was a nightmare. Everything. The town is now one of the most loathsome places on earth. Garbage everywhere. Unbelievable.

There are characters in J R that are recognizable. Do you hate them now?

Gaddis: One should think: do not simply read these characters in my books. One could almost say that J R is a kind of revenge for the town. Since childhood, it was a very lovely town for me but was destroyed by this rotten avariciousness, and everywhere was the advance of garbage. Major Hyde represents that sort of thing in the novel … oh yes. The school governors came and took some of our land to build a school for which there was no need. On the school’s board of directors there was an insurance rep and others who all had their own agreed interests and that interest was in all and anything but education.

The school in J R will do anything at all possible rather than find some reason simply to teach.

Gaddis: That’s the point. But this sort of thing just wouldn’t occur to people now​adays: Oh yes, William Gaddis, didn’t he come from Massapequa? And then they would be proud of that fact.

The novel is mainly a biting satire on the American school system. Have you yourself ever worked as a teacher?

Gaddis: I’ve occasionally taught at a college but never at a school. In the meantime, the situation with schools has become awfully complicated. The race question plays a part, as do private interest, state schools, the Catholic Church and all these interests collide with each other like minorities, poverty, blacks, who are not prepared to mange in a highly specialized world of mathematics and computers. And we simply put them to one side. A nightmare. There’s no solution any more. It’s now gone too far. And now you have this madman, Newt Gingrich, who says there is no such thing as civilization where a child can leave school and choose his own way of living. Of course, that’s true, but he them makes social welfare the cause for this instead of coming to terms with the fact that the most important challenge of today is education and indeed a serious case for everyone. He would rather not give it any thought at all. He simply says: those are welfare freeloaders and they’re all the same. But just look at the blacks; all of them are poor. What are they going to do? They have to struggle without a job, they speak bas English, they can hardly read and write. And why’s that? Because the school system is getting worse.

J R is a novel about the breakdown in human communication. But the novel’s noise and chaotic speech are given an almost musical structure. Don’t you believe that is a decline?

Gaddis: Yes. Absolutely.

But you turn the decline in something magnificent.

Gaddis: That is not what I intended. I see it as decline, as entropy, a collapse, and if that is given a musical structure, well … I don’t know … Well I suppose deep down I’m a musician at heart.

 The way and manner in which you write dialogue at first appear to be recordings, and indeed are not but are created through high artifice.

Gaddis: Oh well, in J R the speech is sometimes in a cadenza form rather than in sentences. Yes, you are right. The speakers don’t realize what they’re saying. But they simply aren’t able to listen to what they’re saying.

When you write these paragraphs, do you read them out loud?

Gaddis: Yes, when I’m working on the dialogue, I’m constantly mumbling to myself.

And isn’t that a curious form of music?

Gaddis: It does seem to be so absolutely, yes.

Your third novel, Carpenter’s Gothic, at first seems to be a sort of imitation of J R. A few motives make themselves present; some characters appear that could be in J R too. One could even say ‘This novel’s just a footnote, a postscript’. Was it conceived like this?
Gaddis: I think so. It was conceived in a small form, anyway. I don’t repeat any comparable obsessions from J R like knowledge and stupidity or justice which is indeed very important in A Frolic of His Own. No, I just take all the clichés, an older man and a younger woman, the unavoidable adultery, the secretive stranger, the haunted house, etc. I thought to myself, just take these clichés, and keep yourself to the strict unities, don’t break out into the world, but let everything take place on this little stage. I simply wanted to know if I could bring it off. It was really nothing more than a finger exercise.

Even A Frolic of His Own uses motives from J R. These are nothing more really than good running gags thought up for attentive readers. Have you any more ideas for a new book out of the old ones?

Gaddis: Sometimes I have, but I don’t really know. I have a few things in my head and I’ll use them here and there, but that won’t happen on purpose. As already said, when I took the film about the Civil War from J R and used it in my new novel, I was hoping no one would notice.

But it is good for the reader to notice these things, to have, so to speak, a recognition …

Gaddis: I have this theory: when a reader believes he has discovered something for himself, it’s like a reward. I was talking with a woman, who discovered in Carpenter’s Gothic that the acronym for the Reverend Ude’s fundamentalist organization, the Christian Recovery of America’s People, spells CRAP, which never occurred to me. But this woman thought it so grotesque that she had found it, and so she got even more out of her reading.

The most important theme in Carpenter’s Gothic is perhaps the question ‘what really happened’ and the living facts that are consequently disappearing behind the entangled web of fictions. Can a novel show what really happened? Is truth representable?

Gaddis: Turning to the latter. The idea of truth is indeed a highly amorphous representation. On the one side is the Absolute, all in capital letters, Truth, God, these one dimensional pictures, while on the other side there is relativity, chance, ambiguity etc that for me are more pertinent. At the moment there is an academic definition which I cam across by accident, that I would mention; it’s called aporia. It is a concept devoted to disorganization that I think is relevant. We are all …

Carpenter’s Gothic is about Christian fundamentalists and anti-intellectuals and similar movements that today would ban books from schools and libraries. Have any of your books been put on the index? It wouldn’t be a surprise 

Gaddis: But it would certainly be a surprise for me! Because, in any case, there isn’t a teacher in any state school who’s ever had any idea of reading my books. I would indeed be highly delighted. But even to this day it has never happened.

Your novels give the reader no one-dimensional answers. Would that be function of literature? Holding to hasty answers to avoid the actuality of ambiguity?

Gaddis: That’s true enough, or rather, or is consistent with reality. It looks like that taking the reader by the hand to show or say something doesn’t work. It’s too feeble. Religion that is. If we don’t understand things, the idea that there is a God immediately comes along. That is ridiculous. But obviously a lot of people need this idea that they do exist for a reason. God has put me here so that I can do some good. I mean, of course it’s a many layered problem, there are nuns, as an example, who do many good things, good deeds that give them the feeling that they are serving the Lord if they bother to put themselves out to help the poor who are bedridden or if they need their bodies cleansing. You know, it’s astonishing, it’s all good and beautiful as well, but there is also something about to which I cannot really relate.

Your novels are critical, prognostic, complex and so on, but they are also hugely funny. They certainly have to be read carefully in order to understand their comedy, because your punch lines don’t take fire until some time after. Does this require a meticulous way of reading that is usually expected not to miss out on any word?

Gaddis: Obviously it is an excessive demand. Some authors do not create the work themselves, but leave it to the readers to do. And this is my idea: to allow the reader to contribute to the work, to collaborate in the fiction.

Ignoring its specialized legal jargon, A Frolic of His Own seems to be an easier read than your earlier work. Is that a concession to the market?
Gaddis: No, no, no.

Was it your main motive to write a comic novel about something so apparently dry like the law and justice?

Gaddis: There’s a lot to that. What is wrong with America? What happens to its undercurrents when a civilization becomes litigious? Then of course the matter of language also arises, because the law is simply based on language, can only be built from words whether it be in court or only on paper. And I am fascinated and like to read legal commentaries, because at least there is the express intention for a precise use of language. And that is really everything.

With the exception of The Recognitions, the greater part of your novels is in dialogue. Did you want to be rid of the conventional narrator?

Gaddis: Yes, at any rate, I wanted to work on J R without a narrator.

But why do you then need the narrative passages that you wrote between the dialogue?

Gaddis: In J R, the problem was that if the novel had to be in nothing but dialogue, there had to be a sense of ‘Real-Time’ written into it, because it could not be a traditional novel that was subdivided into chapters. There was then a section where J R goes to the post office two weeks after certain incidents, but I couldn’t suddenly say ‘Two weeks later’. I thought, my God, how am I going to get round these two weeks, and then I had this new technical problem. How was I to bind these parts together?

These narrative passages are taken straight out of the densest of speech; there is almost the feeling that with these passages you wanted to prove that the author knew how to maneuver round these speeches much better than his characters.

Gaddis: Oh well, I ‘m afraid I couldn’t get rid of the author completely. And according to theories like Derrida’s on the death of the author, I cannot even begin to.

In A Frolic of His Own, it is stated that privilege has its duty to create order from the chaos of everyday life. Would that not be also the duty of literature?

Gaddis: I believe that even literature falls into chaos, everything becomes chaotic. I still believe in the principle of entropy. Things fall apart. Yeats has a line: The centre cannot hold. Sheer anarchy, you see. That’s how I see it, everything breaks down, and with it even language.

But your work still tries to establish a certain order in chaos, or doesn’t it?

Gaddis: Inevitably it doesn’t. Our kind tries to do so in any case. We have this fervent desire for order. A lost battle.

I would like to return to the point you mentioned during the evening meal yesterday. You said that the highest for of artistic expression is for you music not literature. The musician or composer can turn something that does not exist to some thing that does exist, while the writer must work with material that he comes across.

Gaddis: That is a very complicated differentiation, and I am not all too clear about it. All writers work with language, within a language, French, German, English etc. and some writers are simply more brilliant than others. Shakespeare is the greatest user of language. But then there’s the problem that won’t go away of doing Shakespeare in a German translation that is better than the original. Every writer must work with a language that already exists. But the language of music is a complete non-existence as long as the musician doesn’t create or write down the music. Music is created. The musician is the medium of his creation which will get through him at any cost.

Do you envy composers?

Gaddis: No. Perhaps I was for a few years. No, it will always remain a great secret of creation for me.

Have you any favorite composers?

Gaddis: The list changes. At the moment, I like listening to Bruckner. It’s interesting that Bruckner is Austrian as is this madman, Bernhard, and both are repetitions and variations on the same theme, doing small adaptations and both indeed seem very, very Austrian.

You talk here about repetition: are you interested in Minimal Music like Philip Glasses?

Gaddis: No. I’d rather always listen to what I have been for the last fifty years. Bach or Mozart.

And Wagner?

Gaddis: He’s too theatrical for me.

But you were able to put him to good use in J R …
Gaddis: Yes, but it was only from the libretto, from the story, and not the music as such. No, Wagner for me is a bit too overwhelming, too romantic, too Freudian, if you like. Screaming and orgiastic climactic flights …

Your books to a certain extent are also operas or voice symphonies. Is that intentional?

Gaddis: I don’t know. I don’t think so. But if a reader wants to put them around an operatic context to be more able to …

Have you read Thomas Mann?

Gaddis: these fifty years, I’ve read a lot about him, but never The Magic Mountain.
And Doctor Faustus, which like The Recognitions, works round the Faust myth.

Gaddis: I think it’s on account of that that I never have read it, because I didn’t want his version being mixed up with mine. I’ve also never read Proust, because needing two years to read him I would then write some very bad Proust. You see, when I was twenty two, twenty three, I was reading Kafka and then writing bad Kafka. The world he created is a kind that cries to be imitated and I was writing about paranoid Kafkaesque things, frightful imitations and I realized that I can only do this kind of thing once in order to get rid of these other voices over the years out of my system. There’s only Dostoyevsky who can’t be imitated in any way that I could continually read again year in year out like The Idiot, The Brothers Karamazov, because Dostoyevsky is inimitable. I simply devour him passionately.

As a political writer, you are deeply pessimistic about the development of American society and Western culture. Do you not see any light at all?

Gaddis: I nearly believe that I see everything in a rather gloomy light with the way things continue to develop. When I was twenty, I read Spangler and I was overwhelmed by his pessimistic vision of decline. And I’ve always had this pessimism from the start. And in my four novels, hope is on the decline. If I now wanted to say something with a more agreeable outlook or that everything will be ok … but deep down I am convinced that nothing good will come of it. Today’s America. On the one had there’s this horrible paradox that the rich will become ever richer and the poor poorer, and there’s the race question and how to solve it, if it ever can be. Just look at the situation: first slavery, followed by a little bit of emancipation but basically it doesn’t really work and that is the cancer America is suffering from and I cannot see anyone can cure it. Today I don’t see any way out of it. As I said yesterday, education might have been a possibility, if there were room to give education a much higher priority, but the opposite is exactly the case. And there is the black people and other ethnic groups coming into the country, who feel and agree that they will always be discriminated against, and so they become angry and the situation is irresolvable.

Your books criticize the imperialist tendencies in American foreign policy. What did you think of the American engagement in the Gulf War?

Gaddis: Of course, it can be said that we do need stability in these countries. But why do we really want it? For the sake of oil. I mean, Kuwait was hardly a neat little flourishing democracy with a nice vociferous people. A senator made this point when he said: A big evil country has occupied a little evil country. And that’s what happened.

And what do you think of Bosnia?

Gaddis: Oh, that is complicated, it’s a terrible thing. Its roots are not in material things like riches and gold, or the things we understand like oil, gold and money. It’s rooted in blind hatred that has been in control for years.

Do you think it is right that the U.S.A. should send troops?

Gaddis: That I don’t know. But it had to be done. It wasn’t a Vietnam-situation. That was really evil. But things have been going on there that we, as have France and England, have said: It’s not to go on any further. In certain respects, it is an altruistic measure with which we are saying, we want peace in the world.

The U.S.A. is yet more prepared to establish peace on altruistic grounds?

Gaddis: Yes. Bosnia would have been a crucial test in every way. My politics have always been liberal, left, democratic. Opposition to engaging in Bosnia came from the Republicans, who saw no purpose, no oil, no gold, and so they said, what is it? There’s nothing in it for us nor anything profitable that we can get out of it. 

Your novels present the difficulties that artists experience in a society that destroys them because it has no interest in art. Do you see art having a function in such a society?

Gaddis: I’m not sure. So many artists are self-destructive and if you say that they would destroy a society that is so inimical to art then that is not at all the right thing to do. The artist works in the midst of destruction. In J R, Edward Bast, the young composer, has an immense vision of what he wants to do, but in the course of the novel he does all kind of jobs that come his way but he always says to himself, as soon as this is out the way, I’ll finish my own work. But he always allows himself to be more and more distracted, until right at the end when everything is falling apart, he begins all over again. Even Wyatt in The Recognitions works in the hands of destructive powers. And Jack Gibbs in J R is utterly destroyed by them. He’s always looking to excuse himself, and Norman says of him that once he has done a thing, he will not do it again. I once wrote a novel and sitting down to write is tiresome and that I have done more than once. That is self-destructive. This is the reason for there being so many faulty interpretations by reviewers, who maintain that my work not only puts the artist and society at odds with one another but that society would destroy the artist. It is very much more complicated. One important point, however, is that the reason for this conflict between art and society that can be seen in America today is that there are strong movements in Congress that would like to remove every support from the arts, from writers, dancers, painters, everyone. And the reason is that the artist is an agent of change. That is the artist’s function. But this society, especially those aligned with the republican conservatives, does not want change at any price. The artist is therefore a threat, is seen as a threat, and indeed is a threat.

If America is so hostile to art, how have you tolerated it? Have you ever thought about living anywhere else?
Gaddis: No. Graham Greene said: England made me. The same goes for me and America. I am a product of America. I am one who is trying to understand this country, but observes an ever gloomier picture. I’ve often been asked why I am so politically far to the left, so very much against wealth and the present Republican Congress and against the system. I try to explain that I am not against the capitalist system, but against its abuse and this abuse is what my satire is generally set against. Really everything should faction at its best, the economy, but it doesn’t work because of monopolies, because of very unjust laws that are all partial to those with an eye to possible financial depreciations and would do nothing else but sit in their castles, watch their oil wells or cattle herds and that way earn a million dollars. It would be better if one didn’t have to offer favorable financial depreciations to artists at all. And as I get older I come across this material … ah for me it’s all such a shame.

When you were writing during the McCarthy era, did you ever think that you would be so excluded?

Gaddis: If only they would read my work! I was never put on the schools’ index, or Nixon’s black list. It has always been getting worse and worse for me because I never appeared on that list.

In A Frolic of His Own, it is said that the artist has not come on earth to bring peace, but a sword. Is art then a weapon?

Gaddis: Ha, well I suppose we’d better discuss a concept like redemption, but not the religious or mythological kind. But in my rather foggy definition it is about redeeming humanity. Redemption here means saving the principles of beauty and truth. 

Of course that does sound rather solemn …

Gaddis: Yes but our duty again is not to bring peace but a sword.

Satire, black humor, scenes reminiscent of slapstick, all of these make the gloomy prognosis of your books bearable. Humor as the last antidote against the absurdity of the world?

Gaddis: As far as I can see, yes. It’s the only way out I can find. The whole situation is absurd. We all live in fictions and I like to think that fiction is the only possibility of getting us through the night.

Do you yourself find your scenes enormously funny when writing them?

Gaddis: Sometimes.

Your novels are always about doing something that is worth doing. But when all values have become decrepit, what is there that can be done? Is the beauty of art the final consolation? Or is everything finally just a huge joke?

Gaddis: I wouldn’t say that everything is just a huge joke. I believe that under the surface my humor was always desperate. At the end of The Forsythe Saga, after all the sorrow, betrayals and lies, Soames says: What is the reason for all this? This question has always followed me. What is the reason for all this? In my old age however, I’m convinced that we must not have an answer to this question. It’s best to act as if conventional ethics were true. They are only hypotheses, fictions and we live in hypotheses and fictions. I think Hans Vaihinger is relevant. He was a German philosopher, who wrote that pure morality must always be based on a fiction. We must do so too, as if our duties were imposed upon us by God, as if otherwise we would be punished for our misdemeanors. But as soon as the as-if is turned into a because, ethics evaporate and our behavior is ruled by base instinct.

I would like to ask you a couple of questions about your working technique. You have such an extraordinary beautiful handwriting. Did you study calligraphy?

Gaddis: When I was fourteen, I had a serious tropical disease and was in hospital for a year and a half. I had all that time to spend so I tried writing. But the ballpoint pen ruined all that later. I don’t think my handwriting is so nice any more. 

Do you write your manuscripts by hand?

Gaddis: No, I couldn’t live without a typewriter. All my notes, sketches, even of course the text are typed. Then I go over it with a pencil and type it out again.

The enormous amount of material you amassed for The Recognitions is hardly imaginable. You have always dragged it around with you on your travels.

Gaddis: I wonder about it afterwards myself. Perhaps it’s something Thomas Bernhard would understand dragging a mountain of papers and newspaper cuttings all over the place, to be obsessed about books, and once you are obsessed with your work, you don’t notice these strange things.

Do you use any stimulants?

Gaddis: Well, with J R, I’d begin early in the morning, drink a lot of tea, and later in the day, when I couldn’t concentrate on the work, I’d have some scotch and soda and sometimes carry on working, but I knew that the work would unravel. When I read it over the flowing morning, of course I’d think that is was rather nonsensical or that something or other was needed. Then I would just rewrite and rewrite again and again. But in the last ten years working on A Frolic of His Own, I only drank tea. Coffee makes me ill. And drugs I’ve never used.

And do you have a regular working pattern?

Gaddis: No. When it’s going well I get up early because I can’t wait to get back to work and the scene I’d left the previous night. I work every day for as long as possible. At the moment it’s different. I mull over a couple of things in my head, and wait to see how they come together; that is more the case now. I take notes and go over my old ones and so on.

Your novels’ plots are complicated and dense. Do you plan or take notes what to do next, before writing it down?

Gaddis: I have basic ideas, a framework. As the manuscript develops I mostly know how it is to continue. But it really develops itself from page to page. Sometimes I’ll sketch a section before writing it. The plots are hardly in my head, but they change themselves in the writing.

When at anytime you begin writing, were you aware of how extensive your novels would become?

Gaddis: That is different. The Recognitions began as a small idea really, the Faust parody and the forgery theme, but it grew ever bigger. That J R would take so long, I knew beforehand, because it was planed in dialogue and was in ‘Real Time’, and writing the dialogue would take a long time indeed. Carpenter’s Gothic from the beginning was thought out in a small form as a chamber play. With A Frolic of His Own, I thought, perhaps this is the last novel you’ll write and so I didn’t want to impose any restrictions upon myself. I just wanted to get on writing and see how far I was going.
Some of your uncompleted work unaccountably appears in your novels like the Civil War play in A Frolic of His Own. Was this planned deliberately?

Gaddis: No, it just happened. It is a contrived play and I’d put it in a drawer. But I needed a vehicle for Oscar’s lawsuit and as I hade the piece already I thought it would do.

And what are you writing on at the moment?

Gaddis: a project about mechanical pianos. I’ve been interested in them since 1947. I have been preparing this theme for about fifty years. Art, the artist as a disruptive and so on. At the moment it’s still not worked out in my head. I’ll just let it turn itself over and wait to see what sort of form it will take on.
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