
Mercy and the Literati 

I think we’ve been unjustly hard on Norman Mailer 
recently: 1 have in mind the Jack Abbott case. But 
Mailer has asked for it. Two decades ago, long before 
his questionable fascination with Abbott, which began 
while Mailer was researching the Gary. Gilmore casc, 
he  wondered out loud to an interviewer about a hy- 
pothetical murder, saying that if, at the moment of 
violence, the murderer felt a pang of compassion for 
the victim, then “what has happened is that the killer 
is becoming a little more possible, a little more ready 
to love someone.” Since the interview appeared with 
other recipes in Mademoiselle, maybe this b a s  only a 
matter of “shock the bourgeoisie”? There’s also “in- 
struct the intelligentsia”: After John Aldridge’s re- 
view of An American Dream (1965) had appeared in 
LVc, Mailer paid for its reprinting as advertisement in 
Partisan Review (which would seem to imply endorse- 
ment). According to Aldridge, An American Dream 

dramatizes thc various ways a man may sin in order to 
be saved, consort with S t a n  in order to attain to God, 
become holy as well as whole by rcstoring the primitive 
psychic circuits that enablc him to live in harmony with 
himself and find his courage, regardless whether his 
courage seeks its test in the challcngcs of lovc or the 
temptation to murder. whether he ends by becoming a 
saint or psychopath. 

So, as I say, Mailer has asked for it. But I’m not sure 
who we are to give it  to him. There’s a degree of en- 
couragement for this fascination with saintly psy- 
chopaths, saintly because psychopathic. For instance, 
on the occasion of Mailer’s l?ie Executioner’s Song a re- 
viewer, notably a man of the cloth, referred to Gary 
Gilmore as “a man so doomed, so cruel, so god-for- 
saken, yet, in the Christian sense, so God-loved.” 

I understand “doomed,” “cruel,” “god-forsaken.” 
It’s “so God-loved” that bothers me. The implication 
is not merely that divine lovc is universal. The im- 
plication is paradoxical and double: (1) Gilmore (or 
any such) is God-loved in spite of his being cruel and 
in compensation for his bcing doomed; (2) Gilmorc 
would not be so God-loved were he not so cruel. 
Unlike the ordinary miserable sinner’s, his life cvokes 
a notion of a certain weird drama of grace. 

Now of course 1 don’t think I’m talking about 
Christian doctrine. In part we have here the fact that in 
some fashionable twentieth-century intellectual en- 
vironments “‘philosophical,’ ‘gratuitous’ crime and 
similar paths of horror,” as Saul Bellow once put it, 
compete for that honor and respect “formerly re- 
served for justice, courage, temperance, mercy.” But 
only in part. For bcyond this Dada and Surrealistic 
nonsense, there is, I think, an unofficial lay Christian 
tradition of fascination with the saintly psychopath- 
“fascination” not meaning endorsement, of course, 
but not condemnation either. Meaning a kind of hor- 
rified admiration and a suspicion that the really big 
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sinner is on some advcnturc of the soul denied the 
morally pusillanimous, ordinary person, whose small- 
ness is defined by his quivering concern for the com- 
mandmen ts. 

Mailcr, who I’d imagine to be consciously attuned 
to that secular tradition of Surreal ethics which givcs 
us that lyricist of the criminally inspired, Jean Genet, 
is really rather well assimilated to yet another tradi- 
tion that’s expressed in so much of our literature by 
professing Christians and those so acculturated to the 
faith they don’t even have to bother to profess. An in- 
teresting literary history could bc written around this 
subject. Space not allowing that, I note a fcw 
touchstones from writers chosen here for their utter 
admirability as artists: Herman Melville’s Captain 
Ahab, whose spiritual size grows with his mono- 
mania, whose hatred of Creation seems a poetic 
equivalent to prayer; Thomas Mann’s Naphta of The 
Magic Mountain, whose concept of Christian charity 
translates as totalitarian terror; Gustave Flaubcrt’s 
“Saint Julian thc Hospitaller,” whose lust for be- 
atitude is cxprcssed as the lust for massacre; Graham 
Greene’s Pinkie Brown of Brig/itoti Rock, who mur- 
ders not merely for gain but seemingly as a challenge 
to divine grace; Feodor Dostoevski ... through whose 
works so many dark saints amble that it’s pointless to 
single one out; the S.S. doctor of William Styron’s 
Sophie’s Choice, whose brutalities at  Auschwitz are, 
Styron muses, attempts to revive the God-who-is-dead 
through inspired sin. And, always at thc back of one’s 
mind, one wonders what William Blake really meant 
when he said that Satan was the hero of Milton’s 
Paradise Lost. 

Whence this tradition that couples so nicely with 
the Surreal ethics-beyond-the-ethical? A sketch, and a 
suspicion, follow. 

Mercy is surely onc of the glories of‘ Christianity. 
But, curiously, it’s also onc of its temptations. Pride is 
accounted a sin. But it  is also, curiously, invitcd. What 
does i t  require to show mercy to a poor lechcr, a bum- 
bling thief? Nothing; it’s easy to do. What does it re- 
quire to show mercy to somconc truly vicious? A lot. 
One can even beproudof doing it. Christianity may be 
for most people a mode of worship and a command of 
behavior. But i t  is also a celebration of mystery (not 
only of The  Mystcry), a poetic recognition that things 
are not always what they appcar, a statcment, so to 
speak, that paradox is not merely a strategy of rhetoric 
but an ontological condition. It’s probably this, morc 
than modes of worship and commands of behavior, 
that appeals to the literary intellectual. I t  may bc in 
part a feeling of superiority that functions when the 
intellectual nods understandingly about Gilmore 
being doomed, crud, and so God-loved. But it’s also in 
part (struggling now to put thc better face on things) 
an attempt to appreciate the mysterious, to respect the 
paradoxical, to cxprcss a wonder at-in Graham 
Greene’s reverberating phrase-“the ... appalling 
... strangeness of the mercy of God.” 
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