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Introduction

“I’m wretched at interviews,” David Foster Wallace told me in a letter sent late in the summer of 2007, “and will do them only under big duress.”1 Wallace’s discomfort with interviews makes sense on multiple levels. His concern about public revelation is reasonable in terms of the overall arc of his career, which shuttled between what Wallace called the “schizophrenia of attention” and the despondency of private torment (Stein). Equally, his thematic obsessions—self consciousness, the difficult exchange economy that exists between characters’ interior landscapes and the world around them—draw on the same energies that might be located in the interview process. Finally, one of Wallace’s signature techniques for revealing character through dialogue—the one-sided conversation, which we might call the belled interview, after a term coined for Nabokov’s critique of telephone conversations where the reader hears only one speaker2—turned the mechanics of an interview into a central focus of Wallace’s middle-period fiction (Infinite Jest [1996] and Brief Interviews [1999]). This nexus of imaginative activity made the set-piece of an interview something more than a polite formality for Wallace, a pursuit that could not be coolly divorced from creative practice. But there were clearly more personal reasons why Wallace became reticent about interviews. After he became engulfed in the media storm surrounding Infinite Jest, Wallace wrote to Don DeLillo about the experience:

If you try to be unpretentious and candid, a reporter comments on the unpretentious, candid persona you’ve adopted for the interview. It ends up being lonely and wildly depressing. And strange. I had guys in my house (a tactical error)…. The guy from the Post … who’s become a friend because he was my first interview and I was wildly indiscreet about stuff like drug histories … and he stopped me in the middle and patiently explained certain rules about what to tell reporters …3

Yet good advice might only lessen, not eradicate, personal intrusion. When Frank Bruni interviewed Wallace for New York Times Magazine, he felt obliged to chronicle the contents of the novelist’s medicine cabinet (“his bathroom contains special tooth polish to combat the effects of the tobacco he chews. There’s also a special acne medication to keep his skin unblemished”4), a move that outraged the novelist. Drawing this cluster of concerns together, Wallace came to the overarching conclusion that there were structural flaws that eroded the epistemological aspirations of the interview format, telling Amherst magazine in 1999 that the problem with interviews was “that no truly interesting question can be satisfactorily answered within the formal constraints (viz. magazine-space, radio-time, public decorum) of an interview.”5

Why, then, gather a collection of interviews with Wallace? On a basic level, it’s notable that in the years since Wallace’s death, Wallace-the-person (as opposed to purely the stylistic or thematic specter of Wallace-the-writer) has become an increasing presence in contemporary American literature—in Jeffrey Eugenides’s “Extreme Solitude” (2010), Richard Powers’s Generosity (2009), and most directly in Jonathan Franzen’s Freedom (2010), Wallace’s biography seems to be recast and diffused through each narrative. While his technical influence is certainly still widely in evidence—Wallace’s nested narration is playfully parodied in Jennifer Egan’s A Visit from the Goon Squad (2010)—because a good interview or profile illuminates both the writer and the work, it’s easier to objectively ask questions about the parallels between Wallace’s biography and such fictions—and hence, to measure Wallace’s personal impact on American letters—after reading these interviews.6 What does it mean, for instance, to note David Lipsky’s revelation that Wallace painted his bedroom black and was fascinated by Margaret Thatcher, and then register that such details overlap with Richard Katz’s biography in Freedom?

Equally, while Wallace entertained few illusions about the interview’s formal limitations, it doesn’t necessarily follow that his own interviews were failures. His acute sensitivity to the medium’s boundaries made the interview a productive haven for Wallace’s remarkable articulacy. As Jonathan Franzen has argued, “the structure of interviews” provided a formal enclosure in which Wallace “could safely draw on his enormous native store of kindness and wisdom and expertise.”7 It’s not surprising, then, that one of most quoted sources in Wallace criticism is an interview—Larry McCaffery’s essential Review of Contemporary Fiction conversation with Wallace—and, beyond biographical correspondences, Wallace’s interviews are important for more intensive textual study of his work. Though Wallace was alert to the interviewees tendency to reverse-engineer explanations of a completed work,8 his comments on his themes and techniques are often penetrating. The subjects which have magnetically attracted Wallace criticism for fifteen years—irony, his relationship to other writers—are widely represented in this collection. Equally there are also revealing statements about his attitude to MFA programs (especially in the interview by Hugh Kennedy and Geoffrey Polk), his negotiations with religious belief (particularly in the pieces by Streitfeld, Gilbert, and Arden), the role of footnotes in his writing (again, the Gilbert interview is illuminating), and his multifaceted conception of his novels’ architecture. Wallace explains to Mark Caro, for example, that Infinite Jest is patterned like “a very pretty pane of glass that had been dropped off the twentieth story of a building,” and then tells Anne Marie Donahue that the same novel is also “really designed more like a piece of music than like a book.”

Across the body of the interviews, it’s also notable that patterns begin to emerge that give some indications of Wallace’s shifting preoccupations. While Wallace deflects attention from Brief Interviews with Hideous Men, describing its agenda as “technical, formal stuff that I don’t know if I want to talk about” (Arden), in interviews accompanying Oblivion, by contrast, he repeatedly takes care to contextualize quotations from the stories by drawing attention to the book’s hybrid narratorial perspectives. Discussing “Mister Squishy” with Michael Goldfarb, for example, Wallace notes that the narrator’s perspective shuttles “in and out of a more omniscient third-person narrator into the consciousness of … Terry Schmidt.” Similarly, when reading a section from “The Soul Is Not a Smithy,” Wallace highlights another variegated lens when he tells Steve Paulson that his narrator “is partly narrating as a child and partly as an adult.” In addition to such technical matters, it’s also possible to map out larger, more general, alterations in Wallace’s working life that unfold across two decades of talking to interviewers. In early 1987, for instance, when Helen Dudar profiled Wallace for the Wall Street Journal, the young novelist’s comments on his work habits sound positively breezy. Thirteen years later—in conversation with John O’Brien and Richard Powers—Wallace is considerably more solemn on the same subject.

Assembling a book such as this depends upon interviewers and copyright holders agreeing that their work may be reprinted. Working within this constraint, I have tried to select the interviews so that the book traces the full curve of his career—from the earliest pieces by Katovsky and Dudar to what I believe to be Wallace’s last formal interview, which was given to the Wall Street Journal9—while also acknowledging the total spectrum of Wallace’s omnivorous writing talent. The interviews gathered here, then, touch on each of his major fictional works, while pieces by Tom Scocca, Caleb Crain, and Christopher John Farley address different aspects of Wallace’s nonfiction. Some of the interviews included here are available online from their original publishers—the excellent archives at Dalkey’s website, for example, stand out as a particularly valuable resource for readers not just of Wallace’s work, but of the contemporary field as a whole. Yet relative accessibility has been a lesser concern than quality—and especially sustained quality of insight—when I selected the interviews for this collection. Out of the more than seventy interviews that Wallace gave, it’s rare to find any that do not have insightful moments, but Wallace rarely submitted to long, academic-style interviews, so there are many pieces that lack the sustained momentum that makes others worth including here. An online chat at Word, for example, is too chaotic to quote in full, yet it nevertheless has valuable moments where Wallace notes his distaste for Joseph McElroy’s 1987 novel Women and Men (“I thought that book sucked canal-water”), but draws attention to affinities between Infinite Jest and McElroy’s earlier novel, Lookout Cartridge (1974).10 Wallace was, in a non-trivial sense, an American writer—engaged with cultural, social, and political issues thrown up by his nation state—and his artistic inheritance draws heavily on American arts. In addition to McElroy, he talks about DeLillo, Pynchon, Gaddis, and other national arts. In an interview not included in this volume, for instance, the evolution of Blues leads him to a revealing account of his technical development:

there was a thing … called Within the Context of No Context by George W. S. Trow … where he talks about awkwardness versus sort of smoothness, and he’s talking about a certain moment in Blues … I think for my generation … a certain kind of awkwardness … we associate not with naïveté or clumsiness so much as with sincerity … being real-homemade, versus being … like a corporate product.11

For Wallace, a writer such as Gaddis, whose work was strategically “very messy” and challenging, would become a major “stylistic influence.” The sense of “roughness” he inherits from Gaddis is manifest in Wallace’s work in multiple ways—particularly in his first two novels’ disdain for neat resolution, what he calls in his interview with Michael Goldfarb his plan to have Infinite Jest resolve “outside the right-frame of the picture.” Yet as time passes, Wallace’s interviews provide an index for the mobile coordinates of his engagement with American fiction. While Wallace distanced himself from what he called (in an interview with Donn Fry) the “backyard-barbecue and three-martini” school of contemporary American realism, his relationship to “Nabokov’s children” was clearly more ambivalent. While he championed Gaddis as a technical influence, there are also moments where he dismisses both Gaddis and Pynchon as “commercial avant-garde” in conversation with Donahue. At the same time, he also recognized that some realist work, as he told Michael Goldfarb, was “really … vibrant.”

Yet while it’s useful to note the American genealogy that emerges from Wallace’s interviews, his imagination was not delimited by national boundaries and a list of significant European influences that Wallace criticism has yet to consider would include Albert Camus, Craig Raine’s criticism, as well as Georges Perec and other Oulipo writers. While Wallace rarely traveled abroad—he visited France in 2001, and Italy and England in 2006—he was interviewed by a number of European publications, with interviews appearing in Italy, in La Republicca and Il Sole 24Ore, and in Germany, in Die Ziet and Die Welt. I have, however, not included these interviews because the original recordings for the select European profiles that I wanted to anthologize were no longer available, and the nuanced word choices of a writer as careful as Wallace make it undesirable to create the movie-with-subtitles quality that would surely result from translating Italian into English that has already been translated into Italian.

Some interviews tell the story of their own construction, but interviewing Wallace was evidently a memorable enough experience to spawn its own shadowy subgenre—an interview’s photographic negative, where an author generates a kind of meta-essay about the process of trying to interview Wallace. The chief example of this genre is Joe Woodward’s “In Search of David Foster Wallace,” describing an unsuccessful “odyssey to interview DFW,” though also notable is Fritz Lanham’s account of trying to interview Wallace in 1996 despite only having read a hundred pages of Infinite Jest (the interview doesn’t go well: “Wallace looked at me as though I’d lost my mind,” Lanham writes of a response to one question). The most intriguing essay about a Wallace interview, however, is surely Joshua Ferris’s “The World According to Wallace,” which describes a meeting between the two novelists when Ferris—then an undergraduate at the University of Iowa—interviewed Wallace for the student newspaper. 12 The interviews gathered in this book evolved in different ways. Some took place according to standard journalistic protocols—Laura Miller’s Salon interview, for example, took place at San Francisco’s Prescott Hotel during the 1996 promotional tour for Infinite Jest. Taped and then transcribed and edited by Miller, the piece appeared without any further input from Wallace. Other pieces had a more collaborative birth, emerging following the give-and-take of drafts, something like the process that underlies a Paris Review interview. Larry McCaffery’s interview with Wallace merits more discussion in this respect, partly because of the piece’s intrinsic importance to Wallace studies and partly because the discussion had a long collaborative gestation.

The McCaffery-Wallace exchange took place at a pregnant moment for both interviewer and subject. Wallace at this point had not yet fully begun Infinite Jest, though he was clearly formulating where he wanted his work to go next. McCaffery recalls that he seemed very anxious to talk seriously with an academic about the current state of fiction, and kept referring to two writers who he felt represented the opposing poles of contemporary novelistic achievement: William T. Vollmann, who represented the serious literary artist, and Mark Leyner, who symbolized the flashy writer whose unusual and eye-catching skill-set incorporated aspects of the modern mediascape. Wallace evidently worried that his own work was closer to Leyner’s example. For his part, McCaffery was eager to talk about generational shifts. He was at work on interviews with Leyner and Vollmann for his collection of interviews with innovative American authors (Some Other Frequency [1996]), and was immersed in the process of formulating his concept of “Avant-Pop,” a successor movement to postmodernism that more accurately registered the late-twentieth century’s media explosion. McCaffery dates the interview as having taken place in April 1991, when he drove to Massachusetts to meet Wallace at a run-down home where the novelist was living like a graduate student (at one point Wallace draws McCaffery’s attention to the “palatial surroundings I’m currently ensconced in”). After going out for dinner, they returned to Wallace’s house where they talked deep into the night, exhausting three ninety-minute cassettes that ultimately yielded a 140-page transcript. The free-wheeling conversation ranges from what Wallace called “the land-locked, self-locked reader,” through a whole host of writers (“there’s a click about Madame Bovary and damn it, if you don’t feel it, there’s something wrong with you” Wallace says), to conclude with a long discussion about American literature’s relationship to freedom and the American dream. Amongst the most interesting sections are those where Wallace negotiates his relationship to Pynchon:

The only time I’ve ever seen anybody … really show us where a transcendence might lead is Pynchon in Gravity’s Rainbow … paranoia is a natural response to solipsism, alright, but Pynchon’s transcendence is, boy, is a lot like Milton’s Satan. You realize the problem and you rally what remains. Damn it, if I’m alone and metaphysical structures are primarily threatening and I am paranoid, then paranoia is a central metaphor, damn it, I’m going to make this as beautifully ordered and complex as I can … but anyway, I’ve lost a lot of my interest in Pynchon because it seems to me that there’s a different way to transcend it. That instead of a satanic way of transcending it, there’s an angelic way of transcending it and for me—again I can’t be articulate about this—it somehow has to do with where the click is.

The final version of the interview that appeared in the Review of Contemporary Fiction was the product of a long editing process, where Wallace and McCaffery exchanged drafts as they refined their discussion down to its more compressed current form. The version included here is about two thousand words longer than the interview published in the Review of Contemporary Fiction, and draws on material from the penultimate draft that McCaffery and Wallace had worked upon. 13

The house rules for volumes in the Literary Conversations Series require that interviews be reprinted in their entirety, so there is inevitably some (often revealing) repetition in this collection. It’s notable, for instance, that Wallace stresses the difference between communicative and expressive writing to both Donn Fry and John O’Brien, while the frequency with which he recounts his early defense of the pop and media elements in his work indicates the longevity of his resistance to some aspects of the creative writing instruction he received at Arizona. Where an obvious error exists in an interview—say, the date of a book’s publication, or the name of Wallace’s employer—I have made a silent correction. Otherwise, the only alterations involve trimming audio interviews (shortening long sentences, deleting stock comments about, say, a radio station’s phone number by the interviewer, and so on) and changing the title of two interviews. 14

In addition to individual copyright holders, I’m grateful to the David Foster Wallace Literary Trust for giving me permission to quote from Wallace’s letters, while I would also like to thank Julie and Chloe Burn, Caroline Dieterle, Charles B. Harris, Didier Jacob, Larry McCaffery, Steven Moore, and my international spies, Andreas Kubik, Roberto Natalini, and Toon Staes.
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Notes

1. David Foster Wallace, letter to the author. 30 August 2007. MS.

2. Peter Lubin produced the descriptive term “belled chat” to elucidate the scene in Pnin where Nabokov reflects on “the narrator’s art of integrating telephone conversations.” See, Peter Lubin, “Kickshaws and Motley.” TriQuarterly 17 (1970): 187–208. Print. The Chris Wright interview in this volume plays with the form Wallace developed, while one ancestor of Wallace’s technique may be such interview-based fictions as Donald Barthelme’s “The Explanation.”

3. David Foster Wallace, letter to Don DeLillo. 16 March 1996. TS. Don DeLillo’s Papers. Harry Ransom Humanities Research Center, The University of Texas at Austin.

4. Frank Bruni, “The Grunge American Novel.” New York Times Magazine 24 March 1996, sec. 6: 41. Print.

5. David Foster Wallace, “Brief Interview with a Five Draft Man.” Interview with Stacey Schmeidel. Amherst. Amherst Magazine, Spring 1999. Web. 17 December 2010.

6. Partly because Wallace’s nonfiction (as he told Tom Scocca) included “the occasional bit of embellishment,” writing about Wallace’s life has often contained errors. Charles B. Harris addresses this matter in “David Foster Wallace’s Hometown: A Correction.” Critique 51.3 (2010): 185–86. Print.

7. Jonathan Franzen, Wallace tribute. Five Dials: Celebrating the Life and Work of David Foster Wallace 1962–2008. London: Hamish, 2008. 16. Print.

8. “Engaging in critical discourse” post-publication, Wallace told Steve Paulson, is “very different” to the “boneheaded and practical” process of actually creating the work

9. In his New Yorker profile, D. T. Max suggests that Didier Jacob’s piece was “his final major interview, given to Le Nouvel Observateur in August 2007” (60). In actual fact, the interview took place in 2005, and Jacob tells me that his piece was never published. It therefore appears here for the first time. See, D. T. Max, “The Unfinished.” New Yorker 9 March 2009: 48+. Print.

Wallace, of course, gave no interviews directly devoted to The Pale King, but since Oblivion’s “The Soul Is Not a Smithy” was at one point a projected chapter for his posthumous novel, Wallace’s discussion with Steve Paulson serves the dual purpose of addressing the central themes of Oblivion and The Pale King.

10. David Foster Wallace, “Live Online with David Foster Wallace.” Word. Infinite Jest: Reviews, Articles, and Miscellany, 17 May 1996. Web. 16 December 1997.

11. David Foster Wallace, “David Foster Wallace.” Interview with Michael Silverblatt. Bookworm. National Public Radio. KCRW, Santa Monica, 3 August 2000. Radio.

12. See, Joe Woodward, “In Search of David Foster Wallace.” Poets and Writers. Poets and Writers, January–February 2006. Web. 10 May 2010; Fritz Lanham, “Unhappy Encounter.” Houston Chronicle 21 September 2008: 8; Joshua Ferris, “The World According to Wallace.” Observer. Guardian, 21 September 2008. Web. 10 May 2010. Ferris’s article tantalizingly notes that his “interview ran in the Daily Iowan a few days before Wallace came to Iowa City to give a reading as part of his book tour.” The status of this piece is, however, unclear: Wallace read at the Prairie Lights bookstore in Iowa City on 28 February 1996, and the Daily Iowan’s librarian searched the February and March 1996 issues of the newspaper to try to locate the interview, with no success. I then contacted Ferris’s agent, who reported that Ferris is actually unsure whether the interview ultimately ran.

13. The “new” material in the McCaffery interview is important on several levels—aside from simply expanding our understanding of Wallace, there are also significant comparisons to Franzen’s work that deepen our sense of the overlaps between the two writers. In the discussion of “Forever Overhead,” for instance, the emphasis on self-hiding and shame seem to be echoed in Franzen’s later discussion of masks and the “shame of exposing yourself” (50) in the Paris Review. See, Jonathan Franzen, “The Art of Fiction 207: Jonathan Franzen.” Interview with Stephen J. Burn. Paris Review 195 (2010): 38–79. The version of Mark Shechner’s interview included here is also slightly longer than the edition that ran in the Buffalo News.

14. The title of McCaffery’s interview has been changed, to distinguish it from the published version, while the title of the first interview in this book also needs some explanation. When Bill Katovsky interviewed Wallace in early 1987, for Arrival, several things were not yet in play: David had yet to be known by his three initials; and the appearance of “Lyndon” in Arrival represented his first exposure in a national publication (Wallace evidently repudiated his earlier college publications as juvenilia, omitting them from his CV as early as 1993). A fan of Clint Eastwood spaghetti westerns, Katovsky came up with a photo shoot idea of David standing by a saguarro cactus outside Tucson. Katovsky titled the interview profile “Hang’im High,” in homage to Eastwood’s movie—albeit using “’im” and not “’em”—to what he saw as future accolades coming David’s way. But, as Katovsky says today, he certainly couldn’t foresee that David would one day take his own life by hanging. “That Arrival profile headline, in retrospect, is like something you’d come across in a Phillip K. Dick short story.”




Chronology







	1962

	Born February 21, in Ithaca, New York, to James D. Wallace and Sally Foster Wallace. Six months later, the Wallace family moves to Urbana, Illinois. Wallace attends Urbana High School.




	1980

	In the fall, Wallace enrolls at Amherst College, where he rooms with Mark Costello. Seminal experiences at the college include his discovery of fiction by Don DeLillo and Manuel Puig (both recommended by his professor, Andrew Parker). Graduation is delayed by a year after Wallace takes two semesters off (spring ’82 and fall ’83), and spends the hiatus driving a school bus and reading voraciously.




	1985

	Graduates summa cum laude in English and Philosophy. Following the example of Costello, who completed a novel as his graduating thesis the year before, Wallace studied under Dale Peterson and submits a draft of The Broom of the System as his English thesis. His philosophy thesis—Richard Taylor’s Fatalism and the Semantics of Physical Modality—wins the department’s Gail Kennedy Memorial Prize in Philosophy. Enters M.F.A. program at the University of Arizona.




	1987

	The Broom of the System published in January. Graduates in August, and is named Teaching Assistant of the Year by the University of Arizona. Apart from juvenilia, Wallace’s first journal publication—“Lyndon”—appears in Arrival in April 1987. After winning a residency fellowship spends the summer at the Yaddo artists’ colony, and then takes a position as a visiting instructor at Amherst.




	1988

	Girl with Curious Hair is scheduled for a fall 1988 publication date, but the book’s release is delayed as Wallace is caught up in legal battles over references to real people in the stories. “Little Expressionless Animals” wins a John Traine Humor Prize from the Paris Review. Publishes first critical essay—“Fictional Futures and the Conspicuously Young”—which appears in the fall issue of the Review of Contemporary Fiction. Begins correspondence with Jonathan Franzen.




	1989

	After some revision, Girl with Curious Hair is finally published in September. Receives a Writer’s Fellowship from the National Endowment from the Arts, and an Illinois Arts Council Award for Non-Fiction. Moves to Somerville, Massachusetts, where he shares an apartment at 35 Houghton Street with Mark Costello, but spends August back at Yaddo. Enrolls at Harvard, intending to complete a Ph.D in philosophy, but withdraws after checking himself into campus health services. Enters AA in September.




	1990

	Though initially planned as an essay, Signifying Rappers (coauthored with Mark Costello) is published in October 1990, and nominated for a Pulitzer Prize. “Here and There” selected for inclusion in O. Henry Prize Stories. Wallace spends six months in Brighton’s Granada House—a halfway house—and writes his first book review, which is published in Washington Post Book World in April 1990. Teaches at Boston’s Emerson College. Contracted to write a “short piece” on TV and fiction for Harper’s that becomes the template for his famous 1993 Review of Contemporary Fiction essay, “E Unibus Pluram.”




	1991

	Though Wallace had made three false-starts on projects resembling Infinite Jest between 1986 and 1989, work on the novel begins in earnest in 1991–92.




	1992

	Moves to Syracuse, where he lives in an apartment on Miles Avenue. Begins correspondence with Don DeLillo.




	1993

	The Review of Contemporary Fiction devotes a third of its Younger Writers issue to Wallace. Hired by Illinois State University as an associate professor. Finishes draft manuscript of Infinite Jest, though the editing process continues through to the middle of 1995.




	1996

	Wallace’s cruise-ship essay, “Shipping Out,” appears in the January issue of Harper’s. In February, Infinite Jest is published to great acclaim, and by early March the novel is in its sixth printing. Research for The Pale King is underway at least as early as this point: Wallace audits an elementary accounting class in the fall, and in the coming years takes more advanced classes and corresponds with tax professionals. Receives a Lannan Literary Award for Fiction and a Salon Book Award.




	1997

	A Supposedly Fun Thing I’ll Never Do Again published in February. Awarded a MacArthur Foundation fellowship. “Brief Interviews with Hideous Men #6” wins the Paris Review’s Aga Khan Prize for the best short story published that year in the magazine.




	1999

	In May, Brief Interviews with Hideous Men is published. Awarded an honorary doctor of letters degree from Amherst. “The Depressed Person” selected for inclusion in O. Henry Prize Stories.




	2000

	Receives a Lannan Writing Residency Fellowship to spend part of the summer in Marfa, Texas. Invited to write a volume on Georg Cantor for Atlas Books’ Great Discoveries series, which (at the time) Wallace hopes he can complete in four months.




	2002

	“Good Old Neon” selected for inclusion in O. Henry Prize Stories. In late July, moves to California where he is appointed Roy E. Disney Professor of Creative Writing at Pomona College.




	2003

	Everything and More published in October.




	2004

	Oblivion published in June. Marries artist Karen Green in December.




	2005

	Wallace’s second essay collection, Consider the Lobster, published in December. Gives the Kenyon College commencement address, later published as This Is Water.




	2008

	After a troubled year of failed treatments, commits suicide, September 12.




	2010

	Wallace’s undergraduate philosophy thesis published under the title, Fate, Time, and Language: An Essay on Free Will in December.




	2011

	Wallace’s posthumous novel, The Pale King, published.








Conversations with David Foster Wallace




David Foster Wallace: A Profile

William R. Katovsky/1987

From Arrival, Summer 1987. © 1987 by William R. Katovsky. Reprinted by permission.

David Wallace is kneeling in the hallway, like a golfer lining up a putt. He taps a Marlboro Light on his gray cords, then lights it. Before the cigarette reaches his mouth again, one of his students, a sorority girl, tanned, chunky, with a thick mane of honey-blonde hair, approaches him.

“I can’t take class Thursday,” she says.

From his vantage point, he’s eyeball to crotch, so he stands up, the cigarette still several inches from his lips. “Can you say that again?” he asks.

“I can’t make it on Thursday. I think I’ve come down with bronchitis.” The silver bracelets encircling both wrists jangle, clank unmusically, as she brushes her bangs off her forehead. English 210, Introduction to Writing Fiction, will start shortly.

“Yeah, I’ve not been feeling too good myself,” he says. “I just got over viral pneumonia. Everyone seems to be coming down with Valley fever.”

“What’s that?”

“Valley fever—a fungus in the desert soil that’s airborne.” He coughs.

She fidgets, uncertain. She strokes her bangs again. “Will it hurt my grade if I don’t show up for class?”

He stares at her, frowning.

“I’m s’posed to be at the airport real early the next day to catch a flight to Hawaii.”

“Oh.”

“It’s a five-in-the-morning flight.” She’s holding a jumbo plastic tumbler filled with a cola. There’s writing on one side of the cup: I’m a material girl—diamonds are a girl’s best friend.

“I’m afraid I just don’t understand. You’re going to Hawaii? Talk to me inside the classroom.” The Marlboro never makes it home to his lips. He pinches it cold and tosses it into the wastebasket as he walks into the room.

They talk quietly at his desk while the rest of the class straggles in. Desks are rearranged to form a semicircle. One student erases conjugations of French verbs from the blackboard.

It’s mid-March and 85 degrees outside. Most of the students are dressed in shorts, T-shirts, sandals, tank-tops. Tall, pale, reed-thin, with a fledgling beard, David sports a long-sleeved red-striped Brooksgate button-down shirt and partially laced Timberland hunting boots—probably the only such pair in attendance at the University of Arizona.

He reads from his green roster book. “Stephanie here?”

No answer.

“Stephanie hasn’t vanished? Stephanie has red hair?”

No answer.

“Brandon here?”

No answer.

“Where is everybody?”

Laughter.

“Cory here?”

“She should be here, she was in my poly-sci class,” offers Material Girl.

“Jack here?”

“Here.”

A murmur of relief washes through the room.

“I see George’s AWOL—he’ll get shit.”

Twenty students are here, and for the next hour and a half they analyze two short stories written by their classmates. David guides the undergraduate workshop like a seasoned pro, dissecting, explicating, outlining the stories’ failings and strong points. “When you write fiction,” he explains as part of his critique of a story about a young girl, her uncle, and the evil eye, “you are telling a lie. It’s a game, but you must get the facts straight. The reader doesn’t want to be reminded that it’s a lie. It must be convincing, or the story will never take off in the reader’s mind.”

Witty, engaging, thoughtful, and illuminating, David leads his charges through the brambles and thickets of literary theory. With the exception of Material Girl and George, who arrives late and is reprimanded for reading a newspaper, the students are enthralled, lively, paying rapt attention, for when it comes right down to assessing his teaching wizardry, the University of Arizona recently named the twenty-five-year-old instructor Teaching Assistant of the Year.

Towards the end of class, he looks spent, like a race car about to run out of fuel. He fishes a toothpick from his shirt pocket and lets it droop, unmoving, from the left corner of his mouth.

A bell in the hallway sputters.

“I usually puke my guts out in the bathroom when class ends,” he later admits. We are in the cafeteria. “I guess I’m really a shy sort of person. I hate to be the center of attention.” He decides on a thick wedge of Boston cream pie—speedballing with sugar.

We chat about other matters. Like being the author of The Broom of the System, which has spearheaded Viking’s new series on contemporary American fiction. The novel, penned as his 1,100-page senior honors thesis at Amherst College, is the product of a wild and gifted imagination. Set in Cleveland, Ohio, in the year 1990, The Broom revolves around Lenore Beadsman, a confused twenty-four-year-old telephone operator and her desperate search for her great-grandmother, a protégé of Wittgenstein who has inexplicably vanished from the Shaker Heights nursing home owned by her father’s baby food company. Along the way, we meet a cast of hilariously limned characters: an obese man, Norman Bombardini, whose sole mission in life is to fill the world with his corpulent self—which, of course, entails eating as much as he can; Lenore’s foul-mouthed pet cockatiel; her one-legged brother, nicknamed the Antichrist, who hangs out at Amherst where he tutors friends on meaty subjects like Hegel in exchange for pot which he stashes in a drawer in his prosthesis; and her boyfriend, Rick Vigorous, an inveterate raconteur whose compulsive need to tell macabre tales is his way of masking the shame of being impotent.

The Broom’s multilayered narrative structure and excessively antiminimalist style bring to mind the metafictional playground of Thomas Pynchon and Robert Coover. The book, joyously alive, is certainly not an easy or quick read. The challenge to the reader is wading through densely written passages that touch upon metaphysical conundrums, language games, theories of the self and tantalizing antinomies such as “the barber who shaves all and only those who do not shave themselves.” But balancing his heady philosophizing is a playfulness of intent rooted in pop culture. Where else in fiction do we find a Gilligan’s Isle theme bar replete with palm trees and cloddish bartenders in sailor hats who are paid to bumble about and spill drinks?

“My great horror for the last year has been that Viking is going to take a bath on me,” says Wallace. He lights the first of a seemingly endless succession of cigarettes. “They picked up The Broom of the System at an auction for $20,000. I thought it was going to be the Heaven’s Gate of the publishing industry.” He corrects himself. “Well, at the time it seemed like a lot of money to me.”

Twenty grand for a first novel, plus a spate of favorable reviews, including one from the literary doyenne of the New York Times, Michiko Kakutani, well, that doesn’t strike one as too shabby for a graduate student still grinding out short stories in Arizona’s prestigious MFA program. “I wrote ‘Lyndon’ here,” he says, “but I admit it didn’t go over too well in workshop. There is a lopsided emphasis in writing programs on hermetic fiction, the mechanicalness of craft, technique, and point of view, as opposed to the more occult or spiritual side of writing—taking joys in the process of creation.

“I’m not interested in fiction that’s only worried about capturing reality in an artful way. What pisses me off about so much fiction these days is that it’s just boring, especially the young fiction coming out of the East Coast that’s designed to appeal to the stereotypical yuppies, with an emphasis on fashion, celebrities, and materialism.”

He pauses, realizing he’s been lecturing. “Uh,” he adds with a self-deprecating shrug, “what do I know?” After all, these are just the opinions of a twenty-five-year-old. “I don’t claim to have any special insights into anything that’s going on.” I’m looking for a trace of sham, of disingenuousness, in his voice but it’s nowhere to be found.

He grew up as an academic brat. His father is a philosophy professor at the University of Illinois at Champaign/Urbana and his mother teaches rhetoric at a local community college. “It was an intellectual household. I remember my parents reading Ulysses out loud to each other when they went to bed. My father read Moby Dick to my younger sister and me when we were six and eight. There was a near rebellion halfway through the novel. Here we were—still picking our noses—and learning the etymology of whale names.

“Later, in high school, competitive tennis and lusting after girls were pretty much my entire existence. Though college changed all that around.” He graduated in 1985 from Amherst with a double major in English and philosophy—and with the highest GPA in his class. His senior philosophy thesis, he claims, had nothing to do with writing. “It offered a solution in how to deal with semantics and physical modalities concerning Aristotle’s sea battle. If it is now true that there will be a sea battle tomorrow, is a sea battle necessary tomorrow? If it is now false, is a sea battle impossible tomorrow? It’s a way to deal with propositions in the future tense in modallogic, since what is physically possible at a certain time is weird because one has to distinguish the time of the possibility of the event from the possibility of the time of the event.”

Huh?

After graduation, he turned down an opportunity to study philosophy at Harvard and was lured west by a fellowship in the writing program at the University of Arizona, which he selected over Iowa and Johns Hopkins. “Writing fiction takes me out of time,” he explains. “I sit down and the clock will not exist for me for a few hours. That’s probably as close to immortal as we’ll ever get. I’m scared of sounding pretentious because anyone who writes fiction is saying, ‘Look at this thing I’ve written.’”

All that is left of his pie is the graham cracker crust which he mashes against the plate with his fork. Before he gets up from the table he decides to make another stab at explaining what he hopes to accomplish as a writer. “I spent a lot of time as a volunteer in a nursing home in Amherst last summer. I was reading Dante’s Divine Comedy to an old man, Mr. Shulman. One day, I asked him where he was from. He said, ‘Just east of here, the Rockies.’ I said, ‘Mr. Shulman, the Rockies are west of here.’ He did a voilà with his hands, and then said, ‘I move mountains.’ That stuck with me. Fiction either moves mountains or it’s boring; it moves mountains or it sits on its ass.”


A Whiz Kid and His Wacky First Novel

Helen Dudar/1987

Form Wall Street Journal, 24 April 1987. © 1987 by the Estate of Helen Dudar Goldman. Reprinted by permission.

In his final year at Amherst College, David Foster Wallace faced a difficult career decision. He had to decide whether his future lay with graduate studies in philosophy or in what academia labels “creative writing.” Few of us could have solved the problem as neatly: Mr. Wallace produced two senior honors theses that brought him a double summa cum laude. The philosophy paper, a highly technical mathematical affair, was, he reports, the more successful effort. But the fiction—which turned out to be a wild, funny, somewhat disheveled novel—really blissed him out.

He would sit down around lunch time to invent a few scenes, Mr. Wallace remembered the other day, and when he looked up, dinner time would have come and gone. “I don’t know where I had been but I hadn’t been on earth for a few hours. I have approached nothing like that in any kind of emotional and intellectual endeavor before.”

Mr. Wallace’s writing honors thesis, The Broom of the System (Viking/Penguin), completed in 1985 when he was twenty-three and revised during his summer vacation, was published this year to a good deal of critical attention, a lot of it favorable.

By the time it appeared, Mr. Wallace was in his final year in the graduate writers’ program at the University of Arizona in Tucson. You would think that a brilliant young man who had produced his first novel before commencement would forgo more classes, but this one is not only well-educated, he is smart.

As he said on a recent trip east from Tucson, Mr. Wallace knew he was still “very raw” and needed to develop his powers of self-criticism. He had only begun working in fiction in his junior year, responding in part to professorial observations that his papers, while unscholarly, were certainly imaginative.

Through a friend, Mr. Wallace acquired an agent, Fred Hill of San Francisco. When the novel came on the market in late 1985, at least five houses wanted it. Gerald Howard, who runs Penguin’s Contemporary American Fiction line, says he took care of the competition by “reading it very quickly and going nuts for it.” His $20,000 floor, a nice figure for a first effort by an unknown, won the day. Mr. Wallace, shaggy-haired, slender, boyish, quietly droll and wonderfully vague about business matters, mutters there has been movie interest in an outline. Mr. Howard reports that Alliance Entertainment has paid a $10,000 option toward a $200,000 purchase if it likes the script treatment.

The CAF line is the eight-year-old reprint house for such sturdy modern masters as Donald Barthelme, William Kennedy, and Laurie Colwin. The Broom is the first novel it has published as an original and the first to appear simultaneously with the Viking hardcover, a nervous experiment, according to Mr. Howard. “If it hadn’t worked, we would have fouled the marketplace for another effort of this sort.”

Mr. Howard’s apprehension is a reminder of how vital to writers and readers trade paperback editions have become. In the economics of modern mass-market paperback publishing, a serious literary novel that sells steadily but modestly is nearly impossible to keep in print. Nowadays, it is an outfit like CAF, as well as Random House’s Vintage line and a clutch of small presses, that offers the possibility of a long life for much serious fiction.

It could be said that the Wallace novel is a seriously funny book about a collection of off-the-wall characters. It is—well, sort of—the 463-page odyssey of young Lenore Stonecipher Beadsman, who works on a deranged switchboard and owns a talkative cockatiel that becomes a star of television evangelical broadcasting and is searching for her missing great-grandmother, a Wittgenstein authority. It is about Lenore’s boss, Rick Vigorous, who makes up for sexual incapacity by telling wonderfully sick stories. It is also Amherst as Animal House. Mr. Wallace, who was not happy there, has taken this revenge.

But then you can’t be sure. In several of the book’s psychiatric sessions, Mr. Wallace seems to impale modern psychotherapy. When you ask him about that, he confides, “I tend only to be able to have people say stuff that I think is serious if I’m simultaneously making fun of the character. I think that’s a weakness. It comes from being really self-conscious.” The novel’s main setting is Cleveland, which, of course, Mr. Wallace has never seen. A middle-westerner—he grew up in Champaign, Illinois, where his father is a philosophy professor at the University of Illinois—he wanted a heartland city that he could imagine instead of describe.

The book is also, sort of, about the way in which language sustains us and fails us. His title would seem to come from a Wittgensteinian model that proposes that what is fundamental to the broom—bristles or stick—depends on whether you want to sweep the floor or break windows. But the author wants you to know that The Broom of the System is also what his mother, a community-college teacher, calls roughage or dietary fiber.

Because of the crazy names and the absurdist comic edge to his narratives, reviewers often mention him in the same sentence with Thomas Pynchon and Don DeLillo. Mr. Wallace wishes they wouldn’t: “These are writers I admire but the five-year-old in me pushes out its lower lip and says, ‘Well, no, I’m a person, too. I do my own work.’” Besides, one of his heaviest influences has gone totally unnoticed. The Broom has entire virtuoso chapters of uninterrupted dialogue that, its author says, are indebted to Manuel Puig.

In his work habits, Mr. Wallace turns out to be nearly as eccentric as his characters. He seems to be able to write early drafts only in busy public places.

Museums and restaurants are preferred; when he reaches a late stage of composition, he will settle for a heavily trafficked library. Maybe, he speculates, he needs to be engaged in writing as a “secret” activity. Conceivably, his imagination is even fueled by a vaguely “illicit” setting. “It’s totally neurotic,” he says good-naturedly.

This summer, Mr. Wallace gets to spend half the season at Yaddo, an upstate New York writer’s colony, where he plans to complete his first collection of short stories. It’s not too early to worry about how he’s going to do that in a woodland setting known and sought for the absolute isolation and privacy with which it succors the average creative spirit.


Looking for a Garde of Which to Be Avant: An Interview with David Foster Wallace

Hugh Kennedy and Geoffrey Polk/1993

From Whiskey Island, Spring 1993. © 1993 by Whiskey Island Magazine. Reprinted by permission.

At thirty, David Foster Wallace has been called the best of his generation of American writers. His novel, The Broom of the System, and his collection of short stories and novella, Girl with Curious Hair, have earned him wide critical acclaim, a prestigious Whiting Writers’ Award, and an intensely devoted readership. Wallace, a mathematics and philosophy major at Amherst College, did not begin writing creatively until the age of twenty-one. His first novel was published while he was still an M.F.A. student at the University of Arizona at Tucson. His writing benefits from a mathematical and philosophical grasp of symbolic systems and large, overarching concepts, drawing out every implication to its fullest and often most hilarious extent. He is inventive in a way that recalls Pynchon, and culturally omnivorous in a way that recalls everyone from Don DeLillo to David Letterman, who is the subject of one of his stories. At Cleveland State University, Wallace read from his second novel to a large, appreciative audience. He hopes to complete this novel within a year of moving to his new home in Syracuse, New York.

We met with David Wallace in his hotel suite in downtown Cleveland, the day after his reading. He wore a striped mock turtleneck, gray chinos, and tan work boots. During the first half of the interview, Wallace spat Kodiak tobacco juice into a small white bucket, with one leg up on the gold and violet couch, then smoked and drank diet cola for the second half. He wore his brown hair parted in the center, which often necessitated brushing it out of his eyes, and had a habit of lightly striking the back of his head with an open palm, a habit which, Wallace noted, descends in a direct line from his father, a philosopher at the University of Illinois Champagne/Urbana; through his father’s teacher, Norman Malcolm, Wittgenstein’s last student; back to Wittgenstein himself. Wallace spoke in a smooth, subdued Mid-western voice. His natural shyness in combination with his striking intelligence can make him appear off-putting, and he confessed that his family communicates primarily via jokes and wisecracks. He also noted that “two years ago, there was no way I would have done this. I would not have sat with two people I did not know well and talk. I couldn’t have done it. I would have sat in the bathroom and called out answers to you.” Once relaxed, however, he became generous, honest and articulate—even passionate—in his judgments and ideas about fiction.

H.K.

HK: I was interested in the way you made philosophy an element of your first novel, Broom of the System, and I wondered if you had to make a decision at any point whether you were going to write about philosophy the way philosophers do, and maybe if you then saw fiction as a way, culturally, to bracket concepts like philosophy, God, America, and so on.

WALLACE: I don’t know about you guys, but I didn’t start writing fiction until I was twenty-one, and at the beginning we all have to write our requisite amounts of shit, and my shit was basically disguised essays. They were like really bad Ayn Rand or something. I was a math and philosophy major at college. I wasn’t a writer, so a lot of it had to do with the fact that The Broom of the System the first draft of that, was one of my honors theses as an undergraduate. The other one was a really hardcore math and semantics thing that used a lot of Wittgenstein. And the two kept bleeding into each other, for instance, the math thesis was written in conversational voice, which you’re not supposed to do. So the two went back and forth.

The other thing is that my father is a professional philosopher, he was a student of Wittgenstein’s last student, Norman Malcolm, who wrote his biography. A lot of The Broom of the System is weirdly autobiographical in ways that no one else knows. Like the title comes from my mother’s pet name for roughage. She calls roughage and fiber “the broom of the system.” I think there’s a throwaway reference to that in the book.

HK: I wondered if your family, like Lenore Beadsman’s [The Broom of the System’s protagonist], is “very verbal” and sees life as “more or less a verbal phenomenon.”

WALLACE: The first draft of Broom had a lot of stuff about the family, and a lot of that stuff got cut because it wasn’t very effective. But, yeah, my family works that way a lot. My family communicates almost entirely in terms of jokes. Basically all we do is tell jokes, which gets kind of weird. I think it’s a lot of fun when you’re growing up, but when you’re a grownup and you try to talk about something serious, you realize it’s a kind of slimy way to approach things.

The stuff that I’m working on now has a lot to do with the family, and … it’s hard, it’s hard to try to capture anything that’s real, it’s hard to try to figure out which family experiences are universal and which are idiosyncratic.

HK: I love the character of Lenore Beadsman, and I think she’s quite memorable, particularly the way you convey her voice. How did you arrive at it?

WALLACE: I had a lot of trouble with her because I fell in love with her by the time the book was done. That’s one reason why I haven’t done anything along those lines since then. I was really upset when it was over. She’s sort of a pastiche of a lot of people I know. She’s probably got more of the way my brain works in her, and the way I speak, than anyone else. I think at the beginning I had two voices I could do well; one was hers and the other was this hypersensitive, really intellectual voice. One of the weaknesses in the book is that a lot of the characters seem to have the same voice: Rick Vigorous sort of sounds like David Bloemker who sort of sounds like Norman Bombardini and even Lenore’s father. A lot of that is a parody of intellectual prose.

HK: I had the same reaction to Lenore. I was so sad that I had to leave her.

WALLACE: She was a real sweetheart.

HK: A question about Rick Vigorous. I’ve been thinking a lot about that scene where he goes back to Amherst after twenty years and he walks around the campus, still dividing insiders from outsiders. I wondered if you thought that all writers were somehow societal outsiders.

WALLACE: I don’t know. I was very lonely in college. The stuff in the book that I like and that rings true is that stuff, which was true to me. It was how I felt. The writers I know, there’s a certain self-consciousness about them, and a critical awareness of themselves and other people that helps their work. But that sort of sensibility makes it very hard to be with people, and not sort of be hovering near the ceiling, watching what’s going on. One of the things you two will discover, in the years after you get out of school, is that managing to really be an alive human being, and also to do good work and be as obsessive as you have to be, is really tricky. It’s not an accident when you see writers either become obsessed with the whole pop stardom thing or get into drugs and alcohol, or have terrible marriages. Or they simply disappear from the whole scene in their thirties or forties. It’s very tricky.

GP: I think you have to sacrifice a lot.

WALLACE: I don’t know if it’s that voluntary or a conscious decision. In most of the writers I know, there’s a self-centeredness, not in terms of preening in front of the mirror, but a tendency not only toward introspection but toward a terrible self-consciousness. Writing, you’re having to worry about your effect on an audience all the time. Are you being too subtle or not subtle enough? You’re always trying to communicate in a unique way, and so it makes it very hard, at least for me, to communicate in a way that I see ordinary, apple-cheeked Clevelanders communicating with each other in street corners.

My answer for myself would be no; it’s not a sacrifice; it’s simply the way that I am, and I don’t think I’d be happy doing anything else. I think people who are congenitally drawn to this sort of profession are savants in certain ways and sort of retarded in certain other ways. Go to a writers’ conference sometime and you’ll see. People go to meet people who on paper are just gorgeous, and they’re absolute geeks in person. They have no idea what to say or what to do. Everything they say is edited and undercut by some sort of editor in themselves. That’s been true of my experience. I’ve spent a lot more of my energy in teaching the last two years, really sort of working on how to be a human being.

HK: We read an article for our fiction workshop by Ben Satterfeld, and it contains the by-now routine group of potshots at M.F.A. programs and how they create a cycle of mediocrity. Satterfeld goes through this piece lambasting insiders, people who’ve done graduate programs in writing, and argues that you’ve got to get out in the world and find your way on your own, not with all of these editors buzzing around you and all of these insiders in publishing getting you into print. Yet one of the only writers Satterfeld mentions specifically as doing really excellent, creative things right now is you, and yet you’re a product of a B.A. and an M.F.A. I not only want to get your reaction to Satterfeld, but to the usual argument; what was the efficacy of an M.F.A. for you?

WALLACE: I wish I’d seen the article. [Laughs] Well, I didn’t have a very happy experience in graduate school, but it seems there are different ways to learn from it. You can either learn by aligning yourself with the sort of company line at a program or you can play James Dean and align yourself against it. Sometimes it’s not until you have professors—you know, authority figures—kicking your ass, and you still find yourself resisting what they’re saying that you find out what you believe. It was interesting being here [at CSU]. I had a long talk with Neal Chandler about your program, and I decided that you guys are really lucky.

It seems to me that there are two kinds of graduate writing programs. There’s a kind that it seems Cleveland State has and that for instance Syracuse University has, a Master’s with a concentration in creative writing, where there are actual academic requirements. You are required to learn to be a writer as part of a broader education in the humanities. About those programs, I know that I wasn’t in one, but from the outside it looks wonderful to me. One of my big complaints about Arizona was that though I liked a lot of the students, and I liked a lot of the regular faculty, I didn’t much like the creative writing faculty. They really disparaged the idea of learning how to write as part of learning how to take part in the tradition of Western letters. At Arizona I took a lot of outside classes—I took a lot of theory, I took some math, I took some foreign languages, I took some history of the language—and people in the M.F.A. program thought I was nuts. Places like Arizona or Iowa or Stanford, it seems to me, only pretend to be schools. I’m not about to blast them, but I think you’ve got to distinguish between them and schools like Cleveland State and Syracuse, which are grad schools, where you end up with a Master’s. The M.F.A. factories are really covert forms of patronage. For the faculty, they afford the comfort and security, usually, of lifetime employment. Teaching workshops, while it has its demands, is nothing like having to prepare lectures on the history of mathematics three times a week. It’s nothing like it. And since writers are congenitally lazy about most things other than their writing, that’s conducive, too.

But these programs are also forms of patronage for students, because it used to be that you got out of college and worked a shit job and lived in a loft in Soho and tried to be a writer. And Mr. Satterfeld may attach a certain romance to that. I know some people who’ve gone that route, and it’s absolutely crushing, it’s horrible. For instance, I’ve flirted with that kind of life since I’ve gotten out of an M.F.A. program, and I’ve been lucky because I’ve had a couple of books out. I get stuff taken easier than somebody who’s going through slush piles, and it’s still awful. It’s no fun. But if you go to these programs, you can answer to your parents and to people who ask “What are you doing?” “Well, I’m in graduate school.” People are off your back. Very often you get forms of financial aid. You can either get outright fellowships, like the one I had at Arizona, or you can get opportunities to teach, and support yourself that way. Sure, graduate teaching assistants get exploited a bit, but it’s a lot better than asking people whether they want fries with that. It’s a hell of a lot better.

HK: What would you like your writing to do?

WALLACE: You want an honest answer, right?

HK: Reasonably.

WALLACE: It’s very hard to separate what you want the writing to do from your own desires about how you will be regarded because of the work. At three o’clock in the morning, when it’s just me, I have the fantasies of ticker tape parades and Poet Laureate of the Western World and MacArthur Grants and Nobel Prizes, readings like the one last night except with 15,000 people, you know, that type of stuff. So no feelings about desired effect are pure, free of selfish ends.

But there are a few books I have read that I’ve never been the same after, and I think all good writing somehow addresses the concern of and acts as an anodyne against loneliness. We’re all terribly, terribly lonely. And there’s a way, at least in prose fiction, that can allow you to be intimate with the world and with a mind and with characters that you just can’t be in the real world. I don’t know what you’re thinking. I don’t know that much about you as I don’t know that much about my parents or my lover or my sister, but a piece of fiction that’s really true allows you to be intimate with … I don’t want to say people, but it allows you to be intimate with a world that resembles our own in enough emotional particulars so that the way different things must feel is carried out with us into the real world. I think what I would like my stuff to do is make people less lonely. Or really to affect people. I think sometimes what I’m doing, if I try to be particularly offensive or outrageous or whatever, is just being really hungry for some kind of effect. I think you can see Bret Ellis doing that in American Psycho. You can’t make sure that everybody’s going to like you, but damn it, if you’ve got some skill you can make sure that people don’t ignore you. A lot of writers hunger to have their work out there more and to have good book sales, which I used to think was crass materialism, that they wanted the money, but it turns out that what you want is to have some sort of effect. Maybe you’ve snapped to this already. It took me years to figure that out.

GP: In Girl with Curious Hair, a lot of the stories go beyond personal stories and into generational issues. For example, in “Lyndon,” a lot of it seems to be looking at the differences between generations; for example, Lyndon Johnson’s ideas about responsibility and what it means, versus the Sixties generation. In “Westward the Course of Empire Takes Its Way,” there’s the same kind of conflict between J. D. Steelritter and the kids about the idea of honor, which Mark Nechtr finally cops to, yet it’s really an old-fashioned virtue. In “Girl with Curious Hair,” I saw it as a take not only on conservative Reaganism, and the effects of his policies, which is a kind of sadism, but also on the Eighties punk generation, which has no politics at all. I keep getting to these generational issues in your stories. Do you agree with that?

WALLACE: It’s getting kind of hard to remember. I finished that book in ’88, and then there was a year of legal battles when it wasn’t published, so it seems like a long time ago. I might have touched on this last night, but I went to grad school with a lot of people, a lot of poets especially, who were older, real Sixties worshipers, who thought that our problem was that we lost a lot of the rebellious, earnest integrity of the Sixties. I see our generation as inheritors of the Sixties. I’m talking particularly about the art of the Sixties, which abandoned a lot of conventional techniques in favor of black humor and a new emphasis on irony. You hadn’t seen irony like that, really, since the pre-Romantics. It performs a really useful function by getting rid of a lot of platitudes and myths in America which were no longer serviceable, but it also hasn’t left anything to rebuild with besides this ethos of jaded irony and self-aware nihilism and acquisitivism. One of the reasons this book was so much about TV is that we see so much of the rebellious Sixties ethos in television art now: stuff that used to be the art gesture, the self-consciousness, the metatechnique of that period. Now you’ve got season episodes of Moonlighting ending with the set breaking down. The original urge toward irony and self-consciousness that in the Sixties was young people’s way of insulating themselves against the sort of ravening hypocrisy of institutions like the government or advertising has become insinuated in popular culture, and as it’s been insinuated in popular culture, popular culture itself has become vastly more efficient and pervasive in American life. I mean, TV is so good now. MTV is just hypnotic. So you’ve got us kids, twenty to thirty-five, right on the edge, and all the kids coming after us really getting sucked into that stuff, but learning it in a way that doesn’t allow any sort of incredulity at all. But anyway, one of the things I was doing in Girl with Curious Hair was to write a very traditionally moral book. This is a generation that has an inheritance of absolutely nothing as far as meaningful moral values, and it’s our job to make them up, and we’re not doing it. And we’re being told, by the very systems that the Sixties were so right to fear, that we needn’t worry about making up moral systems: you know, that there isn’t more to being alive than being pretty, having intercourse a lot, and having a lot of possessions. But the darkly delicious thing is that these systems that are telling us this are using the techniques that the Sixties guys had used—by that I mean postmodern techniques like black irony, metafictional involutions, the whole sort of literature of self-consciousness. We are heirs to it.

I guess I still feel this way. I’m still writing about younger people trying to find themselves in the face not only of conform-or-die parents, but also this bright seductive electromagnetic system all around them that tells them that they don’t have to. Does that make any sense?

GP: Do you buy John Gardner’s answer, to be life-affirming? Last night (at your reading), you seemed to have a sympathy for your characters that takes you beyond being a satirist.

WALLACE: Well, Gardner isn’t saying anything that Tolstoy didn’t say, except Tolstoy said it in this wacko, fundamentalist Russian Orthodox Christian way. Tolstoy said that the purpose of art was to communicate the idea of Christian brotherhood from man to man and to pass along some sort of message. I think Gardner translates that into some sort of moral didacticism. I believe that Gardner underestimates what the possibilities of art are. But both of them are right: what fiction and poetry are doing is what they’ve been trying to do for two thousand years: affect somebody, make somebody feel a certain way, allow them to enter into relationships with ideas and with characters that are not permitted within the cinctures of the ordinary verbal intercourse we’re having here, you know: you don’t see me, I don’t see you. But every two or three generations the world gets vastly different, and the context in which you have to learn how to be a human being, or to have good relationships, or decide whether or not there is a God, or decide whether there’s such a thing as love, and whether it’s redemptive, become vastly different. And the structures with which you can communicate those dilemmas or have characters struggle with them seem to become appropriate and then inappropriate again and so on. Nothing that’s changed right now seems to me to be fundamentally important, and yet a whole lot of stuff is very, very different. So yeah, I’d agree with Gardner to the extent that he has the sense to be parroting Tolstoy—if you edit out the heavenly Christian stuff. I’m the only “postmodernist” you’ll ever meet who absolutely worships Leo Tolstoy.

GP: In your stories, you often play with the boundaries between history and fiction. Does it feel odd appropriating historical figures?

WALLACE: It’s got legal repercussions. The first draft of the Letterman story (“My Appearance”) was due to come out in Playboy, and it was very different. It had actual transcripts of an interview between Letterman and Susan St. James. I fucked up and didn’t tell the editors, and about two weeks before the story was due to come out they reran that interview and a couple of people from Playboy saw it, and I got a new asshole drilled. And all the other magazines that ran my stories, their lawyers were running around screaming, and the book almost didn’t come out. So there are problems that way.

In terms of a lot of the pop culture stuff, one of the ways that things have changed is that fiction used to be a kind of travelogue. It used to be a way to take people to foreign lands and exotic cultures, or to important people, and give readers access to worlds they didn’t have access to. The world that we live in is very different. I can get up and watch satellite footage of a riot in Peking while I eat a Tex-Mex breakfast while I listen to Third World music on my CD player. Fiction’s job used to be to make the strange familiar, to take you somewhere and let you feel that this was familiar to you. It seems that one of the things about living now is that everything presents itself as familiar, so one of the things the artist has to do now is take a lot of this familiarity and remind people that it’s strange. So to take the most banal, low-art images from television and from politics and from advertising, and to transfigure them—OK, it’s sort of a heavy art gesture—but I think it’s got some validity. I think if you can estrange this stuff, and you can make people look at, say, Jeopardy! or an advertisement and view it not as a message from God, but as a piece of art, a product of human imagination and human effort with a human agenda, that there’s a way in which you distance a reader from phenomena that I think he needs to be distanced from. It’s not that all this stuff is in your mind as you’re doing it. This is just one of the defenses I’ve made up for the questions that come up about it, and I think it’s valid.

GP: Are there any writers now living that really knock you out?

WALLACE: I’m a huge Don DeLillo fan, although I think his latest book is one of his worst. The DeLillo of Americana and End Zone and Great Jones Street, The Names, and Libra I love. Maybe Gravity’s Rainbow is a better book, but I can’t think of anybody in this tradition since Nabokov who’s put out a better corpus of work than DeLillo. I like Bellow, and I really like the early John Updike—The Poorhouse Fair, Of the Farm,The Centaur, just in terms of sheer fucking beautiful writing. There are a lot of the Latinists too: Julio Cortázar, Manuel Puig, both recently dead. There are young writers now I was telling you about, like Mark Leyner; William T. Vollman, who’s got four books coming out this year; Jon Franzen, Susan Daitch, Amy Homes. The best book I’ve read recently is by Paul Auster’s wife, who’s named Siri Hustvedt. She’s a Norwegian from Minnesota, who wrote this book called The Blindfold. It’s not a lot of fun, but God is it smart. It’s the best piece of feminist postmodernism I’ve ever read. It makes Kathy Acker look sick because it’s so well crafted. I’m not sure there are any really towering giants. I think some Pynchon, some Bellow, some Ozick will be read a hundred years from now; I think DeLillo, maybe.

GP: Do you have any advice for young writers?

WALLACE: Send me at least 50 percent of everything that you make.

GP: That won’t even cover the postage!

WALLACE: This is a long haul. Writing is a long haul. I’m hoping that none of the stuff that I’ve done so far is anywhere close to the best stuff I can do. Let’s hope we’re not fifty-five and doing the same thing. I’d say avoid burning out. You can burn out by struggling in privation and neglect for many years, but you can also burn out if you’re given a little bit of attention. People come to your hotel room and think you have interesting things to say. You can allow that to make you start to think that you can’t say anything unless it’s interesting. For me, 50 percent of the stuff I do is bad, and that’s just going to be the way it is, and if I can’t accept that then I’m not cut out for this. The trick is to know what’s bad and not let other people see it.
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