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The Cambridge Companion to David Mamet

This collection of specially written essays offers both student and theatregoer
a guide to one of the most celebrated American dramatists working today.
Readers will find the general and accessible descriptions and analyses provide
the perfect introduction to Mamet’s work. The volume covers the full range
of Mamet’s writing, including now classic plays such as American Buffalo and
Glengarry Glen Ross, and his more recent work, Boston Marriage, among
others, as well as his films, including Homicide and The Spanish Prisoner.
Additional chapters also explore Mamet and acting, Mamet as director, his
fiction, and a survey of Mamet criticism. The Cambridge Companion to David
Mamet is an introduction which will prepare the reader for future work by this
important and influential writer.
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CHRISTOPHER BIGSBY

David Mamet

In 1974, a play set in part in a singles bar, laced with obscene language
and charged with a seemingly frenetic energy, was voted Best Chicago Play.
Transferred to Off Off and Off Broadway it picked up an Obie Award. Sexual
Perversity in Chicago was not David Mamet’s first play, but it did mark the
beginning of a career that would astonish in both its range and depth.

The following year American Buffalo opened at Chicago’s Goodman The-
atre in an “alternative season.” It was well received and opened on Broadway
fifteen months later where it won the New York Drama Critics Circle Award.
It ran for 135 performances, hardly a failure but in the hit or miss world of
New York, not a copper-bottomed success either. Nonetheless, in three years
he had announced his arrival in unequivocal terms.

David Mamet came as something of a shock, not least because his first
public success, Sexual Perversity in Chicago, seemed brutally direct in terms
of its language and subject, as did American Buffalo. But it was already
clear to many that here was a distinctive talent, albeit one that some critics
found difficult to assess, not least because of his characters’ scatological
language and fractured syntax, along with the apparent absence, in his plays,
of a conventional plot. They praised what they took to be his linguistic
naturalism, as though his intent had been to offer an insight into the cultural
lower depths while capturing the precise rhythms of contemporary speech
(though he did invoke Gorky’s The Lower Depths as being, like a number of
his own plays, a study in stasis). That he was highly talented seemed obvious,
but what that talent might consist of was altogether less certain.

There is, indeed, a distinctive rhythm to his work but he is interested nei-
ther simply in documenting contemporary speech patterns nor in anything
as self-conscious as poetic drama, despite the fact that he claimed to have
written American Buffalo, The Woods, The Cryptogram, and Oleanna in
free verse. The rhythm both itself contains a meaning and, like everything
else, serves the plot, as does the language which may seem to shape itself into
poetry, sculpted arias, but is, in fact, fully functional in terms of forwarding
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action and thereby revealing character or vice versa. As opposed to the cin-
ema, the theatre, for Mamet, is a place where language dominates, where it
becomes clear that “what you say influences the way you think, the way you
act, not the other way around.”® That was the essence of his work even if
the critics were not yet fully registering what they were seeing and hearing.

Despite his early recognition, indeed, his was not entirely a smooth ride.
Both The Water Engine and The Woods failed in New York in 1979, the
former closing after sixteen performances and the latter after thirty-three.
The same year Lone Canoe was staged at the Goodman and proved a disaster.
It looked to some as if here might be another young writer thrown up by
regional theatre and a forgiving Off Broadway who had been granted his
day in the sun and would now disappear, as had many others before him.
They were plainly wrong.

Here, in fact, was a writer uncowed by apparent failure, amazingly prolific
and already diversifying into cinema, writing an accomplished screenplay for
Bob Rafaelson’s film version of The Postman Always Rings Twice. There was
then, and is now, a restlessness to Mamet’s talent and imagination which sees
him constantly reaching out in new directions, writing a plethora of plays
(not always produced), articles, fictions, screenplays.

When Glengarry Glen Ross, opened to much praise in London, in 1983,
it seemed that he had confounded his critics. Highly successful at Britain’s
National Theatre, it did little business in New York until it was awarded the
Pulitzer Prize, at which point lines began to form around the theatre. It ran
for 378 performances.

From that moment onwards, Mamet’s career opened up with revivals of his
earlier work and a string of successes in the theatre and the cinema, for which
he would direct as well as write. Added to this were an increasing number
of essays, collected into books, which explored his early life, his theories of
acting and such apparently arcane areas as poker playing, hunting, and a spell
with a magazine for men, inventing captions for unequivocal photographs
of women.

For some, these last seemed to chime with plays which either excluded
women or concerned themselves with a seemingly unbridgeable gulf between
the genders. This won him a brief reputation as a misogynist as some critics
chose to extrapolate his characters’ views to include their author’s, and took
his exploration of a contemporary sexual and social alienation as indicating
his own position.

Though this view would fade with time, it received a new boost with
Oleanna (1992), which registered contemporary debates over political cor-
rectness and the idea of sexual harassment. He was assumed by some to
have his thumb securely on the scales, parodying the woman’s viewpoint
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and vindicating the man’s, though in truth audiences seem to have split
along gender lines. Certainly, audience responses came as a shock both to
Mamet and to Harold Pinter who directed the British production.

Oleanna is concerned with the clash between a university professor, dis-
tracted by personal concerns, a man described by Pinter as “a pretty pompous
guy who loves his own authority and his own position,” and a woman stu-
dent initially baffled by her studies and subsequently vindictively determined
to destroy her teacher, interpreting a gesture of concern as a sexual assault.
The play ends as, frustrated literally beyond words, he strikes her. Pinter has
recalled the first night at the Royal Court Theatre in England in 1993:

the audience applauded. I was pretty shocked. So was the actress who was
under the table at the time. When she came out she was crying. She was so
shocked at what had happened. The audience thought she was crying because
she had been beaten up but she was shocked by the venom, coming from men
and women. In fact the leading man’s (David Suchet) family were there and in
the dressing room afterwards his mother said, “I'm so glad you beat her up.
She had it coming to her.”>

Rather than make any changes in his direction to obviate this response
Pinter told the cast, “fuck the audience and just get on with it.”

What that play, and many others, revealed was precisely Mamet’s sen-
sitivity to shifts in the cultural and political pressure that had earlier led
him to write American Buffalo and Glengarry Glen Ross at a time when
untrammelled capitalism was being advanced as a moral virtue. However,
in Oleanna he seems not quite to have grasped just how vitriolic arguments
over political correctness and sexual harassment had become. On America’s
campuses contesting languages were indeed doing battle. The nature and
ownership of power was being debated precisely in the context of shifting
gender roles, as he had hinted in Sexual Perversity in Chicago, but the stakes,
it seems, were higher than even he or Pinter had assumed.

Mamet had made adjustments to the play which had originally ended not
with the physical attack but with the protagonist reading out a prepared text,
McCarthy style, confessing to his own guilt. It was this version that Pinter
had accepted and was about to rehearse. Mamet, however, had decided to
cut it on the grounds that “it didn’t work.” Pinter persisted, insisting to the
author that “It doesn’t make any sense to finish with the beating because that
is the whole point. She comes back.” After further negotiations he received
a letter from Mamet: “Fuck it. Do it.”

The fact is that the sexes are at odds in many of his plays but so they were in
a culture in which they were renegotiating their roles, the nature and extent
of their respective powers. What he was not concerned to do was adjudicate
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between positions which were, as he insisted, simultaneously both right and
wrong. He was, like Sam Shepard, registering the gulf both between the sexes
and between an inherited language of aggressive masculinity and needs that
could barely be articulated. In truth, the men in his plays are no more assured
about their own inner resources or their relationships with one another than
they are about encounters across the gender divide. His is a drama in which
need is as evident as the failure of experience to address it. It is the very gaps
in experience which generate some of the plays’ kinetic energy.

Does that make him a political writer? Plainly not in the sense that a young
Arthur Miller had begun writing for the theatre believing it to be a direct
agent of change, a mechanism for exposing truths which once understood
would spur those who watched to transform both the agencies and philos-
ophy of government. Mamet is not Clifford Odets, prompting audiences to
shout out “Strike! Strike! Strike” and sally forth to halt the progress of cap-
italism, though he is an admirer of that playwright’s sculpted language and
is, indeed, suspicious of the commodifying power of capitalism.

He is, however, political if we mean by that that his portraits of alienated
individuals, profoundly uncommunal, speaking a language often drained
of human content, betraying the past and therefore the future, imply the
necessity to confront what is lost, without which effort recuperation must
be impossible. He is political if we mean by that that he, like Harold Pinter,
whose work he admires, is concerned with power and the degree to which
language is implicated in its operations. He is political in so far as he presents
characters who are complicit in their own irrelevance, who compound an
absurdity that is not cosmic in origin (his admiration for Beckett notwith-
standing) but a product of the substitution of material for spiritual meaning.

We live, he has insisted, “in a political association,” and that fact tends
to abstract “individual human actions from individual consequences . . .
The political system is a sad conundrum. In the name of history, reason,
and loyalty, we debase and are debased . . . Our politicians seem to be the
hirelings of raptors.”? An “incorrigible liberal,” he fulminates over tax cuts
for the rich and a foreign policy that serves any interests but rationality:

If the government has no ability to defend against the real threat of terrorists,
but untold wealth to squander in the name of “rogue missile launch,” then
the organism is in irreversible decay. The fantasy wish for an opponent who
would, by his military actions, endorse our military industrial complex by the
nature of his aggression suggests a country that no longer wishes to survive.. . .
But this is, essentially, the error of all bloated plutocracy.+

There is a barely contained anger in his comments on the corruptions of
power, the hypocrisies and cynicism of those who become the mere agents
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of corporations who disavow their responsibility for their actions and thus
offer a model of human disregard. That anger is discharged, in part, in his
writing, in coruscating dramas which feature those who inhabit a world
gifted by such dereliction. These are vaguely aware of the betrayals in which
they collaborate. They are, though, unsure how to find their way back to a
language and a way of being that speaks of human necessities abandoned in
the name of nothing more than the nostrums of a bankrupt culture forgetful
of the past which once made it seem a great experiment.

Increasingly, he explores the idea that the vacancies he identifies in the
lives of his characters might prompt a recovery of spiritual, even strictly
religious beliefs. Part of his fascination with the past, indeed, lies not only in
forms, courtesies, secular ceremonies which have been allowed to decay, but
in beliefs seemingly traded for a mess of potage, spiritual truths surrendered
in the hope that such surrender might render the world more fully into the
hands of those who thought the material world to hold its own satisfactions.

It is not for nothing that he chose to make a film version of Terence
Rattigan’s The Winslow Boy in which questions of justice and moral integrity
were proposed as central to private and public life alike. This is not to
suggest that he is a solemn moralist. Like Bernard Shaw, he is aware of
the forensic virtues of humor, even, in Boston Marriage, offering a pastiche
Wildean parlor drama in which he both revels in and consciously ironizes a
wit which refuses to acknowledge the demands of social and moral function.
For Mamet, the sheer pleasure of the plasticity of language offers its own
rewards.

He is a man of strong political ideas (though he harbors regret at not being
more active in the anti-Vietnam-war movement) but his drama is not about
politics, though what it is about bears on the political as on other forms of
behavior. “My plays,” he has insisted, “are not political. They’re dramatic.
I don’t believe that the theatre is a good venue for political-argument” (Kane,
ed., Mamet in Conversation, p. 125). If it be objected that Oleanna precisely
focuses on a political issue, he accepts that this is so but insists that the real
issue at stake is power and the language deployed to exert and sustain it.

It is tempting to say that this is a distinction without a difference since
politics itself is quintessentially about power and the language with which
it asserts and sustains itself (see Arthur Miller’s The Crucible), but his point
is that this is equally true of all relationships, that the political is merely
one expression of a common truth. It is, as Sexual Perversity in Chicago
and The Woods suggest, true of the relationship between the sexes. Beyond
that, however, “Everybody uses language for his or her own purpose to
get what he or she wants . . . No one ever talks except to accomplish an
objective” (126). There is, in other words, a politics to human relationships.
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Meanwhile, his reference to accomplishing an objective is a key not only to
those relationships but to writing and acting. And that objective is likely to
be achieved by deceit, a disjunction between word and action, motive and
declared purpose.

In his plays and novels deceit seems a natural mode of behavior and though
he disavows a political role, his essays are laced with comments about the
cynical slogan “Manifest Destiny” (in fact code for “pillage, plunder,” and
theft), the crude lies of the House UnAmerican Activities Committee and of
Richard Nixon (posthumously re-invented in a breathtaking piece of sleight
of hand). He comments on the self-deception of Ronald Reagan, denying, in
his heart, that he had traded arms for hostages, the logic whereby the fact
of political corruption in the name of public good could lead alike to the
Holocaust or the chaos of Central America into which America insinuates
itself with bland assurances of good will.

There is, then, a politics to David Mamet and to his plays even if he does
not choose to address politics as subject matter. His plays are metaphors and
their resonances expand outwards from the particularities of their setting.

Is he, then, a moralist? He certainly wags a finger or two in admonition
in his essays, attacking politicians and snake-oil salesmen of sundry kinds.
He looks for truth from actors, rather than the self-deceiving mechanisms
they are sometimes tempted to substitute for authentic action. When he
became for a time a columnist for the Guardian he chose to celebrate Noel
Coward (“as fine an actor as anyone could hope to see”), Roger Lindsay (“the
British Henry Fonda . . . incapable of falsity”), and Celia Johnson (“filled
with the truth of emotion withheld”). This was not Anglophilia, though
it was, perhaps, nostalgia. He had his American models — Fonda himself,
Ruth Draper, Robert Duvall — but the British bias (he also includes Kenneth
More, Vivian Merchant, Bernard Miles, and Ray Winstone) is not without
its logic. He seems to favor a certain understatement, to be suspicious of the
self-consciously histrionic.

What he primarily distrusts is “acting,” though this leads him to flour-
ish yet another Britain, Lawrence Olivier, whom he characterizes as “stiff,
self-conscious, grudging, coy and ungenerous.” Stephen Berkoff, scarcely
himself the most understated of actors, denounced such a view as “facile,”
not unreasonably recalling Olivier’s Henry V and Richard III. He might have
added Hamlet and Heathcliff. The question is not, though, who was right in
a journalistic knock-about, or even why, Ray Winstone aside, Mamet chose
to burrow back into the past of the British cinema, but that his remarks were
consonant with his distrust of art or, more precisely, artifice. If he is biased
it is in the direction of a truth which he takes to emerge from character
and action. Even language is not without its deceits. Indeed, in many ways
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language lies at the very heart of deception and misunderstanding, either
consciously or because it can never be fully transitive. What he listens for
is something other than words, which are more often at odds than conso-
nant with emotion. As he said in relation to Olivier, “I’'m hungry for lunch,
and all he’s serving is an illustrated menu.”’ He wants actors who act, not
“act.” He scarcely has a puritanical distrust of excess, his own plays launch-
ing pre-emptive strikes on boundaries of all kinds. What he listens for is
authenticity.

Yet this, of course, raises a question, since so many of his characters are
themselves simulators of authenticity and derive their power precisely from
the fact that they are seldom caught “acting.” But that is his point and his
skill. They succeed in their deceptions because they do not succumb to the
temptation to signal their deception. They are actors not “actors.” They
practice to deceive. But, where the trickster has no interest in truth, Edward
Albee has observed that in the theatre lies can corrupt in the direction of truth
and Mamet is interested in truth from the actor as he is from the personal
and political realm.

In his essays Mamet spends some time explaining what theatre is not. It
is not, in particular, as we have seen, a mechanism for changing the world.
He does, though, see it as a place where “we show ethical experience, it’s
where we show interchange.” Thus what American Buffalo “was trying to
say ... is that once you take a step back from the moral responsibility you’ve
undertaken, you’re lost” (Kane, ed., Mamet in Conversation, p. 12). The play
“has to do with the corruption of heartfelt moral knowledge for the sake of
a mythological ideal . . . It’s about the same thing Nixon and all those people
were doing” (18).

David Mamet is a Jewish writer, though until recently few accounts of his
life or work suggested as much, except in so far as they sketched in his early
years. Saul Bellow, Bernard Malamud, Philip Roth have all been discussed at
least in part in terms of their double identity but Mamet has been discussed
primarily in terms of his distinctive linguistic facility, his fascination with the
brittle relationship between the sexes, the figure of the confidence trickster,
his concern with the moral vacuity at the heart of much experience. All these
things are clearly observable in his plays, but there is another dimension to
him that presses on his work and is important to him as an individual. It may
be, indeed, that his fascination with deracinated characters, with those who
perform rather than live their lives, is itself a comment on the consequence
of surrendering a grasp on certain inner truths having to do with identity.

The question of identity, after all, has a special resonance for those who
have historically chosen to set themselves apart and have been set apart,
those who in moving from one country to another have been invited to
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make subtle, and not so subtle, adjustments to the new world, sometimes
at the price of losing a purchase on the old. The dream of inclusion may
be shadowed by the nightmare of surrendered meaning. New freedoms may
erode the frontiers of the self, sever the very roots which sustained. And what
message do they pass to their children as they negotiate the terms on which
they enter a culture determined to announce its indivisibility?

David Mamet’s grandparents on his mother’s side arrived in America
before the First World War; on his father’s side, in 192 1. His mother’s family
derived from Warsaw, his father’s from Hrubieszow, a village on the Bugg
River near the Russian—Polish border. They were Ashkenazi Jews, and his
father was born “right off the boat” and raised during the Depression. His
grandparents brought nothing with them from the shtetl (except soon-to-be-
despised languages), not objects (they were poor) nor a style. His maternal
grandfather was a salesman, selling underwear. His paternal grandfather left
his wife, Calara (the name of Mamet’s third daughter), who therefore had to
bring the family up as a single parent, in retrospect, it seems, foreshadowing
a series of broken marriages which would include Mamet’s own first venture.

His family life, like that of many other immigrants, was built on denial
of the past, seemingly the quickest avenue to the future: “My parents gen-
eration was in the naked pursuit, first of education, and then, of success.”®
Acculturation, assimilation, was the agreed price for becoming American
and in the process much was lost, though hardly counted as lost by those
who were still validating the decision to leave the irrelevance of Europe and
to some degree the faith which seemed to set them apart from what they
would become.

They still thought of themselves as Jews but the religious content of that
identification was hollowed out. They might rehearse the rituals, perform the
rites of the faith but not without some embarrassment. They were Jewish
by birth. Theirs was a Jewish community. They shared, as he has explained,
Jewish food, “the comforting codes, language, jokes, and attitudes which
make up the consolations of strangers in a strange land” (Kane, ed., Mamet
in Conversation, p. 8). They shared, indeed, the experience of discrimination.
What they did not share was a confident inner conviction expressed through
an equally confident assertion, and in The Old Religion he would recall how
fragile was their grasp on the world they believed their own, how ready their
new society to force them into a role they had chosen to deny.

Yiddish and Hebrew were finally to be eschewed, for what did they mean
but a willful attachment to other times and other places? They were what
held apart rather than brought close. They implied a separateness that had
always been the essence of the Jewish claim and the Jewish suffering. This
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generation staked its claim on America by seeking some basis on which they
could move into the mainstream by modifying, omitting, suppressing, acting.
They did not deny they were who they were but looked for ways in which
difference could be de-emphasized, subtly adjusting themselves as though
walking into the face of the wind.

Mamet has accused himself of doing much the same, and for too long. As
he explained, “The Jewish child . . . is often torn between the desire to belong
to the dominant culture and the desire to remain true to his or her heritage,
religious observance, and cultural identity.”7 Assimilation still seemed a nat-
ural response to national myths and metaphors of inclusiveness. He might
rebel against aspects of his parents’ values but he felt the same seductive pres-
sures that had pulled not only his father’s generation but the so-called New
York intellectuals into the mainstream not least because they could persuade
themselves that they had, by their very presence, redefined it. Assimilation
has its seductive attraction, whether it be Jewish actors concealing their ori-
gins or the gangster, Meyer Lansky, whose life he would dramatize on film
and who slid into the American consciousness by way of crime, fleeing to
Israel in a gesture whose ambiguity is revealing if perplexing.

As Mamet has explained:

it pleased me to think that I was putting something over in myself . . . living in
Vermont and doing things that it seemed were not acceptable behaviour for a
nice Jewish boy whose family had the gene for liberalism - spending a lot of
time gambling, hunting, fishing etc. And I spent a lot of time in pool rooms,
and I enjoyed the life there.

Then he went to his niece’s Bat Mitzvah and “I realized I hadn’t been inside
a synagogue for 30 years, and I started wondering why.” He was “chagrined
and shocked to find that it had something to do with a sense of not only
assimilation, but perhaps a self-hatred that was nobody’s fault but my own.
And I thought perhaps I could remedy that” (Kane, ed., Mamet in Conver-
sation, p. 172).

It was not simply a question of placing Jewish characters at the center of
his work, though he would do that, but of acknowledging that the collapse
of values that he documented, the sense of dislocation, abandonment, self-
deceit which defined these characters, might have a correlative in his own
experience. If America had lost its communal instinct, its sense of validating
myths and authoritative principles, so, too, he suspected, had he. He had
let something go, believing that to do so was a virtue, only subsequently to
realize the extent to which it threatened something he came to believe was
of primary importance.
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Mamet has spent some time working his way back to what was, perhaps,
too readily surrendered: Homicide, The Old Neighborhood and The Old
Religion offering a reflection of that process. He would ask, in particular,
how far faith is implicated in identity, what the price of propitiation might
be. Thirty years on from his childhood he could say, “God bless those in all
generations who have embraced their Jewishness,” insisting that “We are a
beautiful people and a good people” (Some Freaks, p. 13), while proclaiming
that “Iam very proud of being a Jew, and I have a growing sense of the reality
of God” (20). It became increasingly important for him to challenge whatever
struck him as anti-Semitism, less because he thought this might change the
person concerned than because he was himself discharging a responsibility
in which he had once failed.

In South of the Northeast Kingdom, he identifies himself: “Iam a Jew, born
in Chicago” (10), like Saul Bellow’s Augie March laying his credentials on
the table. The first chapter begins, “September, this is when the year begins.
So say we Jews” (3). In an interview about The Winslow Boy he referred
to “All of us American Jews,” described his distaste for David Hare’s Via
Dolorosa, “speaking as a Jew,”® and warned against attempts to engage the
Holocaust in art quite as if he were acknowledging a responsibility to speak
on behalf of those from whom he feared he may have distanced himself.

In a poem, “Song of the Jew,” he wrote:

I would die where my grandfather died -

In that country we were banished from,

Even knowing it was not our home.

We came to the New World and we throve thereby,
In the equivalent of heresy,

Fleeing the only home we ever saw

In the two wandering millennia,

Which is to say, the study of the Law.?

The remaining two stanzas express a preference for dying where his ances-
tors lived and died, rather than in a place where the poet had achieved wealth
and power alongside the comfortable people who envied and feared him.
But they acknowledge, too, the fact that he is an outcast, that he has opted
for another fate and is caught within those contradictory impulses, having
become what he affected to despise. In verse, in drama, and in a novel, he
has endeavored to work out what he is and what he would be and the price
to be paid for both.

Passover, he reminded himself, was “supposedly the longest continuously
celebrated ceremony in the world.” That fact had a meaning beyond the
existence of a tradition to be honored merely for its longevity. To “cut oneself
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off from one’s identity,” he has said, “is a terrible, terrible thing” (Kane,
ed., Mamet in Conversation, p. 183). In 1995 he published a book called
Passover, the story of a grandmother and her granddaughter preparing for
the feast. As the older woman readies the ingredients, so she recapitulates
a history and in particular recalls the time when her own grandmother had
survived a pogrom by smashing her own house so that those who sought
her life would assume she had been visited already. The story of the sweet
ingredients unfolds in parallel to the bitter truths laid before the young girl.

Passover is a story of survival — nor is it remote from those who now gather
to celebrate it. As the story ends, so there is the sound of a key turning in the
lock. It is, presumably, a returning family member but for Jews the memory of
threat is never purged nor Passover drained of its immediate relevance. And
perhaps that hints at another reason for the sense of contingency in Mamet’s
work, what might otherwise be seen as evidence of an urban paranoia. In
Passover, grandmother and granddaughter hold one another, in love but also
in a shared sense of apprehension. To deny “what you are, to deny who you
are, to deny what you want, to live a life of hypocrisy,” Mamet has insisted,
“has got to have an ongoing effect of self-loathing” (183).

Nor did this seem a truth only to be embraced by Jews. In this context
it is tempting to see his characters — projecting socially useful versions of
themselves, fictions with little substance — as not wholly unrelated to his
sense of an ungrounded life and his stress on theatre as a place to engage
with spiritual issues.

He is not inclined to blame his parents for his early failure to hold on
to what he would later feel to be essentials. As he has said, “it’s the nature
of human beings to say, ‘I’'m going to give my kids what I didn’t have.” In
the case of my parents that was economic stability. In the case of myself it’s
community. And identity” (218). He was, anyway, brought up in the 1950s,
“when America as the melting pot with one-for-all and all-for-one was the
stuff of every text-book and much of every day in the public schools.” It
was, though, he insists, “never true. And I think that looking back what it
meant was, on the part of the majority culture, everything will be okay if
you’ll be like me” (223).

Conformity was not only the tax to be paid by Jews as he grew up in the
1950s; it was proposed as a national virtue. To be sure, the Beats were rest-
lessly searching for something they could not define but even they seemed
to find it in a mythicized America as much as in a reconstituted spiritual-
ism. They were rebels but they lacked a cause. The Civil Rights movement
had a cause but its objective lay in inclusion in the American enterprise,
the justification for which lay in the constitutional documents of America’s
past.

II
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Memories of his upbringing seem ambivalent in several respects. He sub-
mitted to religious education and, at the age of thirteen, underwent his Bar
Mitzvah, but his, it seemed to him in retrospect, was a watercolor Jewishness,
“American Good Citizenship . . . with some Unfortunate Asiatic Overtones.”
He and the family were Reform Jews determined to be “so stalwart, so
American, so non-Jewish.”*° It was a faith which simultaneously declared
itself and adjusted, evaded, the implications of that declaration. In an attempt
to slide unnoticed into the American psyche, they collaborated in allowing
faith to become a lifestyle, a mere modification of some central cultural truth
born out of a supposedly secular but patently Christian culture.

It was understood that there were those who changed their names, who
passed, and were suitably rewarded, their drive for success suddenly and
apparently unaccountably purged of presumptions about its racial and reli-
gious origin. In an essay called “Jews for Export™ he lists those Hollywood
stars who have traded in their Jewish identities not simply for fame but on
the assumption that audiences will not credit a Jew as a model of the uni-
versal, and this in an industry that was the invention of Jews. When Homer
Simpson, in the cartoon series, discovers that Krusty the Clown (‘real’ name
Hershel Krustofsky) is Jewish he gasps, “A Jewish entertainer? Get out of
here!” — a joke which turns on the unsecret secret of both Jewish talent and
its concealment. When Fanny Brice had her nose altered Dorothy Parker
remarked that she had cut off her nose to spite her race.

There were those, too, who sought to distinguish themselves from those
others who were seemingly determined to sustain a purer model of their faith
and its practices. These strategies were to be understood because they served a
seemingly higher purpose, to belong and to belong not to some supranational
spiritual consciousness but a place and a culture which announced, if it did
not always practice, its inclusiveness, one nation supposedly indivisible.

It took him time to ask questions and for those questions to lead to resent-
ment, anger, and some guilt. Perhaps there is a shadow of his concern for the
effacement with which his parents, and others of their generation, had sought
acceptance to be found in his essay on Superman in which he describes the
comic book hero as “living among aliens to whom he cannot even reveal his
rightful name.”™ Superman, after all, was the product of two Jews, Jerry
Siegel and Joe Schuster. Jules Feiffer once suggested that the superhero came
not from Krypton but from Minsk.

In an essay entitled “Poor But Happy,” he denounces the pressure to dis-
tance oneself from a meaning assumed to exist at a tangent to national
concerns, pressure which invites equivocation as a means to treat with supe-
rior power:
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The phrases “I am a Jew, but I am not a practising Jew,” “I am a Jew culturally
but not religiously,” “My parents were Jews, but I am not a Jew,” “Iam a Jew,
but I disagree with the conduct of Israel,” et cetera — these phrases, while uttered
as a declaration of autonomy, are, to the contrary, a ritual of subjugation to
the dominant culture™

It is not, he insists, that such statements are illegitimate but that they are a
means of putting oneself outside the group. They are a concession to power
and the potential source of self-hatred and denial. To let a racial slur pass is
thus not only to compound ignorance and bigotry but to accept the legitimacy
if not of the charge then of the right to make it.

Membership of the group thus emerges as a virtue to a playwright, many
of whose plays propose the factitious nature of America’s supposed com-
munality. And yet there is an ambivalence to groups since in most of his
plays they are no more than temporary alliances as people come together to
commit crimes, sell real estate (not remote from theft), make or plan movies,
teach or be taught. The most intimate of communities, families, relationships
between men and women, seem to lack precisely the distinguishing marks
of intimacy and relationship. In other words, he proposes the virtue of com-
munality by demonstrating the effect of its absence or corruption. There is
a felt absence in his plays, an absence of genuinely shared values, of a sense
of transcendence, of, in one form or another, love.

The characters in American Buffalo and Glengarry Glen Ross meet in the
semblance of a community, acknowledging a need, yet they never connect,
being driven by other imperatives, imperatives which are the product of
a society whose myths and social virtues have to do with the self. Their
principle is that of Arthur Miller’s Uncle Ben in Death of a Salesman: never
fight fair with a stranger. And the world is full of strangers. The characters in
American Buffalo, Mamet later realized, in effect are the portraits of a family,
but, in so far as that is so, such a family goes beyond the dysfunctional. It
actually breeds its own dissolution.

Betrayal, desertion, abandonment are immediate and real possibilities.
Mamet may celebrate community in the context of a Jewish identity, yet in
his work and, it has to be said, in his own early life he found little evidence
of it. Even his account of a dinner party is interrupted, as the dinner party
itself was, by an anti-Semitic slur, delivered with the assurance not just of
ignorance but of a seeming total unawareness of offence.

Mamet has spoken of a recurring dream. It is that he has killed someone
and is on the run. He is waiting to be tapped on the shoulder. His own inter-
pretation of the customs official, border guard or policeman he summons
up is that such a person is “simply looking at someone he knows does not
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belong.”™ That sense of not belonging may derive in part from his role as a
writer who inhabits a border territory, not quite incorporated in the culture
he addresses. It is tempting, though, to see another sense of contingency,
displacement, exile, deriving from his own awareness of being part of a peo-
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offenses were punished with disinterested precision. There are moments of
sudden violence from a stepfather whose implacability is matched by his
irrationality, but it is the human dereliction that is most disturbing, a family
broken apart leaving edges sharp with disregard.

It is, indeed, sheer absence that seems to cut a bloodless line in his psy-
che, an absence of human consideration. Even the middle-class environment
seemed to define itself in terms of what it was not so that his later blue-
collar jobs gave him a sense of reality lacking from a world from which he
would effectively flee. Threat, meanwhile, required no histrionics. It inhered
in relationships at once distant and ominously close. For all Mamet’s later
admiration of Harold Pinter, he needed no lessons in menace, the shock
consequent upon the opening of a door. He never knew when the blow
might come or what its reason, if reason there might be. His sister was
sent sprawling downstairs as a consequence of some minor infraction of
rules which were themselves arbitrary and at times impossible to fathom.
And the lack of love, at least on one side, reached back a generation (his
grandfather refusing to acknowledge love for his daughter while she sobbed
in desperation) as though this were a family, or, rather, two families, bal-
anced between warmth and an estrangement that could seem a condition of
existence to a young boy desperate for something in which to earth himself.
Perhaps his time as a child actor gave him alternative realities within which to
hide.

Perhaps, indeed, as for Tennessee Williams, art itself would be a retreat,
offering its own contingent coherences and completions. The content of his
plays might stress desolation, discontinuities, random acts, but their form
was the guarantee of a containing order.

His worst memory was of himself hitting his sister in an anger instantly
regretted and denied by both of them, who found a solidarity in their mutual
fear and protectiveness. That air of imminent, if seldom actual, violence in
his plays does, then, have its parallel in his private life as does that gap
between his characters, in need of a trust and a love they can never find. He
may say that “our society has fallen apart and nobody knows what he or she
should be doing,”*# but he had had experience of this sense of disorientation
and vertigo long before he was ready to acknowledge it in the culture.

Perhaps this was an early intimation of his conviction that “we are a savage
species,” his recognition of “our capacity to dominate.”*S Then, again, he
was also aware that he was part of the first atomic generation, living with the
knowledge that brute power, a technological savagery constructed not out
of passion but out of reason, could snuff out not only his own life but every-
body’s. Suddenly a Jewish knowledge became a common condition, not that
he was happy with those who wished to deny the Holocaust its particularity
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nor, indeed, wished himself to break the stunned silence provoked by that
never-to-be-healed wound.

He dismissed, in particular, The Diary of Anne Frank and Schindler’s List,
describing the latter as “emotional pornography,” “Mandingo for Jews,” ¢
as if these were no more than exploitative gestures, an offense against an
experience that could only be traduced by utterance. And this, of course,
implies a sense of the moral responsibility of art rather than simply its com-
plicated etiquette.

There are even moments when his Jewish commitments override his sense
of camaraderie with fellow writers. It was for this reason that he attacked
David Hare’s Via Dolorosa, his thoughts on a visit to Jerusalem, saying,
“I don’t consider it my place to talk about other people gua writers, but
speaking as a Jew, it is an appalling piece.”*”

Years later, he recalled the walk home from school through still largely
open country, a description significant not for what it says but for what it
does not, not for what was felt but for what was not: “From the remove
of years, I can see how the area might have been beautiful. One could have
walked in the stubble of the cornfields, or hunted birds, or enjoyed any of
a number of pleasures naturally occurring.”*® He could have done these
things, but did not. In a sense this process was a key to his upbringing. It
was not a case of what his family were but what they were not; not a case of
what was offered but what was withheld. The conditional tense prevailed.
They were always in the making, never secure, fixed, assured in a culture
committed to the pursuit rather than the possession of happiness, the latter
implying a state of stasis at odds with the imperative to become - itself,
ironically, not without its Jewish antecedence.

Later, a negative social truth would become a positive artistic principle. In
2002, he wrote an article about music. He had struggled to learn the piano
as a young child, not realizing that his failure lay in part in an undiagnosed
myopia that left him incapable of reading the notes with any clarity. Later,
he tried again, hiring a practice room at $5 an hour, and learned that the
ear can hear notes that are never played. This was equally, he insisted, a key
to drama. The essence was “how much can one remove, and still have the
composition be intelligible. Chekhov removed the plot. Pinter removed the
history, the narration; Beckett the characterisations.” Omission, he insists,
“is a form of creation.”*® Even silence is replete with meaning which is
perhaps why his characters so often fill the air with speech, speech often
designed less to communicate than to avoid communication, less to express
meaning than to evade it.

Certainly this is the operative principle of much of his prose whose subject
is rarely stated, whose characters reveal themselves in their actions, and
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whose broken language expresses what is seldom uttered. We step into an
action already underway and leave with that action still incomplete, the
spaces at either end exerting a pressure on what is presented. And since
loss is one of his principal themes, by definition it speaks itself through its
absence. Yet there were other absences in his early life which he has spent
some time in filling, to do with religion, to do with love, to do with a sense
of a secure past, his actual past having been in thrall to denial. His primary
lesson as a child was to do with who he and his family were not, who it was
better they should not declare themselves to be.

His essays, though, do not recall simply a bleak upbringing. Indeed a
surprising number of them seem dedicated to recuperating another kind of
past to do with street games; chocolate sodas; playing Kick the Can on
summer evenings; watching a horse-drawn truck with a rag picker calling,
“Rags, Old Iron”; seeing an organ grinder and his monkey; lining up in the
school yard, boys on one side, girls on the other; being a patrol boy on the
school crossing; watching fifty cartoons on a Saturday for a quarter; listening
to The Midnight Special on WEMT, or Suspense on CBS when radio itself
was already a part of the past, nostalgia within nostalgia.

He remembered going on family holidays in Wisconsin, Tucson, and
Miami Beach, flying there on a four-engine TWA Constellation that thrilled.
It is tempting to hear a Whitmanesque pleasure in the sheer itemizing of expe-
rience, in the summoning into existence of a country by celebrating events,
each with the same claim on his attention. But there is something, too, in his
burnishing of the past which speaks of a desire to claim retrospective con-
tentment, to reassemble pain and betrayal into something more acceptable,
a pre-history to current satisfactions.

These may not be the false memories seeded into the brains of the imper-
fectly perfect biological machines in Blade Runner, but they are, perhaps, an
alternative history to that which otherwise haunts him with the thought of
a bleak and distressing childhood in which he had not been able to summon
up the resistance he might have wished. To be a victim was to be relieved
of guilt. To re-invent the past is to give it a retrospective grace, present need
and memory dancing a subtle gavotte.

And if this seems remote from the public image of a man seemingly con-
cerned to stage deracinated characters, adrift in a world not of their making,
barely able to articulate feelings or thoughts which seem to collapse of their
insubstantiality, that is because the image is not entirely accurate. Many of
his characters are aware of their insufficiencies, the weakness of their grasp
on experience, choosing to fill the voids in their lives with fantasies, sounds
without clear meaning. But the need is manifestly there in the stories they
tell, the consolations for which they blindly reach or which they perversely
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refuse. Something has been lost: a sense of the past, of community, of con-
nections broken by aspects of a world which offers to provide satisfactions
for needs incommensurate with such distractions. As he has said, “America
is in a sorry state. We’re at a very difficult time. Our culture has fallen apart
and is going to have to die off before something takes its place” (Kane, ed.,
Mamet in Conversation, p. 49). Perhaps that is in part what he is doing with
his plays — clearing the deck.

His career as a playwright, after all, began in the “me decade” of the 1970s
and continued in the 1980s in which greed was sanctified as a value. The
old American pieties might be invoked but they were, he insisted, simply
pieties, camouflage for self-interest at a time when there appeared political
and cultural sanction for the abandonment of social responsibilities and
transcendent values alike. The American past was invoked as though it were
continuous with a callously self-regarding present, as though Enlightenment
values which once underlay the rhetoric if not always the reality of the
Republic’s foundational documents could seriously be accommodated to a
harshly pragmatic present.

This past did, though, once, it seems, have integrity, a code, a sense of
moral order. Perhaps that is why, unlikely as it seems, he was later drawn to
The Winslow Boy, set, of course, in England, but which turns on the need to
sustain something more than the proprieties. “Let right be done,” is written
across a petition to the Crown (ironically the same phrase as that used by
Henry J. Hyde in concluding his case against President Clinton), as if right
were then knowable and, if knowable, to be embraced in the court case at
the center of that work. In a society contaminated with its own prejudices
and inequities there is still, it seems, a sense of right action, even if it is the
self-announced code of a class dismissive of its social applicability beyond
themselves.

In an American context it is there in the figure of the lawyer in The Verdict,
of Eliot Ness in The Untouchables, the quiet shoemaker in Things Change,
and Chief of Police John Price in Mamet’s television script, Bradford. There
is, or rather was, a still center, not described or defined but there, if only
as a fading shadow, a tenuously surviving value, perhaps always threat-
ened by irony. There is a powerful sense of nostalgia evident in Mamet’s
essays which recreate his childhood, adolescence, first jobs (waiting, cook-
ing, selling, cab driving, dancing, working in the merchant marine), and early
career. And from these jobs came a sturdy belief in the working man (also
most real and affecting in the past), a faith which came in part also from
turn-of-the-century Mid-Westerners like Theodore Dreiser and Frank
Norris, registering the accumulating weight of a city dominated by the
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making of money, along with Willa Catha who both celebrated nostalgia
and treated it with a degree of suspicion.

For all of them, though, something had been lost, some animating sense
of freedom along with a national purpose which pressed beyond the merely
material. In like manner, he derived some of his social and political views
from another Chicagoan, Thorstein Veblen, equally suspicious of a new
America which found its energy in the circularities of production and con-
sumption and abandoned ideas of honest toil and the autonomous moral
self.

Not that he is unaware of the fact that dreams of the past may be mecha-
nisms of evasion. One of the books he most admires is by another Chicago
author, Richard Wright. Native Son addresses not merely the issue of race but
its connection with sexuality. Mamet is under no illusion that a past which
saw segregation and a withering violence against black Americans is in some
way evidence of a lost innocence. Edmond, indeed, was designed to address
the curious residue of that past even in an America that has transformed
itself. Its protagonist goes on a journey not only into his own psyche but
into that of a culture still at odds with itself.

Edmond leaves a largely sexless marriage believing he can regenerate him-
self through a world of sensation, access to which, he believes, may be granted
by those he assumes to hold the keys. He approaches a black pimp, whom
he kills, his violence giving him a new sense of his own identity, as Bigger
Thomas had believed himself similarly empowered in Native Son. The play
concludes, as Mamet himself has explained, “in prison where he finds actual
love with the African-American cell mate who began the relationship by rap-
ing him.” It was, he confessed, a harsh play but “I thought it was accurate.
I still do.”*°

Nonetheless, for all his awareness that the past contains evidence of
the very betrayals, cruelties, human derelictions which he identifies in the
present, Mamet still has a taste for a world already slipping away, for bespoke
tailors, shoe-repair stores, bric-a-brac, the campaign buttons of long-ago
elections or celebratory events: “I do not want to be at the desk. I want to be
at a place and in a time alluded to by these mementoes . . . The buttons are
not reminders, they are survivors, the archaeological artifacts of the dream
kingdom where . . . I spend what I suppose must be called my working
hours.”>* They speak of another civilization; they are “the dream material
of ‘another time.’”**

A button from the World’s Fair of 1933, alluded to in American Buffalo,
recalls a moment when technology was grace rather than threat, when
the future seemed charged with possibility even as the Depression offered
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evidence of the opposite. It is, in part, the space between that moment and
his which has the power to generate nostalgia and irony in equal proportions
and which provides something of the energy of his drama. There is, he con-
fesses, romance in these objects. It is a romance that comes from their inti-
mation of a time when everything seemed more rooted, more individualized,
when such objects implied a sense of order and purpose into which they
integrated and of which they were an expression.

It is not that human nature has changed. After all, The Water Engine,
with its thread of violence, is set in the 1930s, as were The Postman Always
Rings Twice and The Untouchables. The Old Religion was set in the unre-
constructed South of 1913. Yet there is a pleasure to be derived from a style,
a form, a language which has the patina of another time.

In a utopian society such as America only the past and the future offer
a true form, often, as Fitzgerald noted in the concluding paragraph of The
Great Gatsby, fused together in a way which explains that blend of assumed
innocence and lust for the new which is a characteristic of the culture. In
between is a provisional world in decline, reaching for a perfection beyond
immediate reach, existing between impure nostalgia and importunate hope.
If Willy Loman feels “kind of temporary,” so, surely, do Mamet’s characters
in a society with its eyes on the prize, sure that it can only exist in the future,
only consist of a materiality raised to spiritual essence.

Nonetheless, he himself is drawn to old apartments and hotels, the shadow
of a lost world when the Carpathia nestled into a pier along the Hudson and
the Mercury Theater broadcast on the radio. He celebrates the Golden Age of
Television when programmes were “honestly done” before the “whorehouse
mentality” had prevailed and “the pimps and hucksters” took over.> He
confesses to being overfond of the few difficulties he encountered on what
he ironically calls his “travels toward substantiality,”
still trying to account for the success which has come his way, noting the
stepping stones across which he passed to the present. In some sense these
seemed more real than that present which, according to a central national
myth, is no more than a pre-condition for the future.

His love of Vermont lies in part in the fact that it is home to “accomplished
blacksmiths, woodworkers, potters, weavers . . . an artisanal reversal, or
repeal of the Renaissance — a dissatisfaction with the urban and industrial,
and a true return to the land.”*# There is a Jeffersonian sound to this. The
very remoteness of this land from the centers of power is a guarantee of its
authenticity, as if here nature reassumed its supremacy breeding a sense of
respect not only for the products of nature but for those who seek less to
impose themselves than to adjust to diurnal rhythms.

almost as if he were
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He discovered Vermont when he went to college, and the small village of
Cabot in 1965 when he taught French at the Cabot School. Vermont offered
both the solitariness required for writing and a sense of real community
encouraged by shared necessities away from the casual conveniences of urban
life. Where the city disposed of the past, impatient for the new as if it were an
undiscovered secret, here was a place that held the past close in the knowledge
that it lived on the pulse.

Yet in truth the contrast is not between an urban and a rural world. It is a
matter of the spirit, a sense of what is valued and what rejected. Mamet, who
rushes from project to project, has respect for a certain stillness, a quality
he admires in the great comedians — Chaplin, Keaton — but also in those
who take time to consider. The craftsman has a different sense of time, as
does the hunter. The quality of an object or an experience requires respect
for its demands. The rush of language in his plays, as characters spill out
words with a seemingly random but often calculated speed, is an evasion of
a silence which they fear for the knowledge it might bring, a knowledge of
vulnerability, of needs they forbear to confront.

Life in rural Vermont, in which time is slowed by seasons and topogra-
phy alike, encourages attention to detail, the disregarded, and thereby the
discovery that truth may reside precisely in the particular, in what is lost
in the smear of the general. Mamet cutting goose quills into pens and fash-
ioning wooden toys for his children has, as he confesses, an element of the
consciously artisanal but it is also a reminder of individual skills, a refusal
of that passive consumerism which makes the individual an extension of
industrialism, subordinate to the taste of others, disabled by the sheer ease
of mass production.

There is no virtue in drawing water from a hand-dug well rather than
paying one’s dues to the water company but it is a reminder that there is a
connection between individual need and the human capacity to meet such
a need out of a mind and body in harmony. The rural life breeds a certain
honesty of action and purpose not least because these are not a people moving
on and this is not a place in which falsity can flourish for long, much less be
admired as evidence of sanctioned cunning.

Language, too, cuts a straighter furrow where deceit is not admired and
irony is left to nature: “In the cities words are used to charm, to seduce,
to misdirect. Here we are expected to say what we mean” (South of the
Northeast Kingdom, p. 72).

He takes pride in having built dry stone walls, not least because, like his
plays, their strengths and weaknesses must, inevitably, reveal themselves,
because they are invested with himself. Whether they last or not depends on
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the integrity with which they are constructed, on their fusing of form with
function.

For Mamet, nothing is lost. It works its way either into his plays or his
essays, as if the processing of experience was itself a way of preserving it,
of denying its ephemerality. He revisits in his own mind the theatre of his
youth, with its long-gone productions which flared and faded. He recalls
Delsomma’s Restaurant on 47th Street in New York, a restaurant just across
the street from where American Buffalo had opened, a restaurant now closed,
only to be replaced by another which itself opened and closed with the
rhythm of New York’s blinking eye. Gone are the pool halls, the coffee shops,
the green-backed Penguin books, the libraries, and with them something
intangible but germane to his work and his life in that they were implicated
in the making of the man and the writer.

In one essay he recalls a local store owner offering a dollar prize for anyone
who can explain the function of an object he places on display. There is a
sense in which he revisits his own past in the same spirit, to see what utility
it turned out to have, what was encoded in experiences which once seemed
no more than mere events piled arbitrarily on one another. His essays have
a way of being built from accumulating reminiscences, anecdotes, stories
within stories, strung together looking for a point, except that the point lies
precisely in the slow accretion of such details. It lies in tales which stand
as their own justification in a world retrieved to be measured against a
diminished present in an attempt to identify the significance of what seems
to have disappeared.

Sometimes that nostalgia is sharpened with a sense of loneliness, of some-
one watching the party from afar; sometimes it is warmed as he celebrates
the group that meets in the back of a store around a wood-burning stove,
or in a poker game, or readying themselves for hunting or fishing in a coun-
tryside that will demand skills handed down through the years, prompting
a respect that can only be earned by attention to detail and an acceptance
of nature’s authority. What he loves about Vermont is its “commonality”
(15), just as he thrills to the “communion of tracking an animal” (xv). He is
looking for connection, he whose works are about precisely the absence of
such, if also, on another level, its felt need.

Mamet has a love not of jargon as such (though it has its dramatic function)
but of the precise word to describe an object or an action, as if this in
itself offered an induction into a community going back through time, as
if it pinned down the real with some absolute if arbitrary assurance, as
Vermont houses are held together by a trunnel, a tree nail or peg of wood
(21). That love of arcane vocabulary is a distinguishing feature of his work,
from Glengarry Glen Ross to The Village. Even his home in Vermont, and
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his hunting cabin and the shared conversation of those who sit in the snow to
watch the wary approach of a deer, are gestures of continuity and rootedness
on the part of a man whose upbringing was in part to do with the denial of
roots in that anonymous suburb where violence was not part of a ritual but
a glimpse of pure chaos.

He may have come to suspect his motives, as though in laying claim to
one tradition he were betraying another, but his respect for the past clearly
goes beyond this. There is an integrity to fact and action, as there is to the
precise vocabulary that it generates, which seems to deliver the world more
securely into his hands. Hemingway knew as much and made it the basis of
his aesthetic. The best teaching is by example. Mamet himself has sought out
those who would teach him how to fire a gun, throw a pot, a whole panoply
of rural crafts, the rural to him always implying a natural connection between
past and present as well as an integrity born out of shared experience: “Is the
geometric increase in rascality between the village and the empire,” he asks
himself, “simply a matter of the square of the distance from the afflicted to
the official?” (100).

Reclaiming his Jewishness never involved him in laying aside his national
identity, indeed he resents those who propose a tension. So he describes his
home town Fourth of July parade, albeit one with a touch of irony about it.
That irony, like the humor which characterizes so much of his work, derives
from his position both inside and outside the world he describes. This is
a world which equally includes town meetings (in which people vote in
public, putting their name to their convictions) and blunt negotiations with
Hollywood producers. In that home town, people do business, he explains,
by giving their word. The need for trust is strong. It is precisely what happens
when it is abrogated that becomes the subject of much of his work.

His love of field sports, still more his love of deadly weapons, can seem
disturbing, as if John Milius and Charlton Heston had been fused together
to form a playwright. He is a member of the NRA, which would seem to put
him beyond the liberal pale. But this appears to have less to do with Second
Amendment rights, the musket by the fireplace to defend America against
the British or itself, than with the pleasure he derives from craft and skill,
from laying claim to an American tradition that gives authority to the past.

Doing something well has gone out of fashion. He celebrates its satisfac-
tions. He is an admirer of those with craft skills in part because, as he quotes
Sherwood Anderson as saying, “a man who has a trade is a man who can tell
the rest of the world to go to hell” (Kane, ed., Mamet in Conversation, p. 52).
Such a man is not a commodity. In this he seems close to Arthur Miller who
builds his own furniture from native woods, and services a Land Rover first
purchased forty years before. The making of art and the making and care of
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functional objects derives from the same source. The mechanic commands
respect for his integrity but he is also related to a sense of an integral world.

Mamet favors weapons with a history or made by an individual in the
back room of a Vermont house. In a disposable culture, which at times
objectifies people, discarding them as th