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HE TRAIN RIDE
from rmideown Manharzan 1o the picrure-book West-
| cester County suburb where novelist Don DeLillo
e offers & capsule view of virrually the entire spec-
wm of American life. After leaving Grand Central
Saon, the train comes up from underground at Nine-
sich Streee on Manbaran's Ease Sice, rolls serencly
drough Harlem, then crosses the Harlem River and
enters the devasrared landscape of the Souch
Beone. 1 The journey continues through the North
Beon, the working-class neighborhood where DeLills,
wnded college ar Fordham University. Finally, the train pua o Wesichester’s leafy environs. ¥ Ar DeLillo’s
mhaudmrmimwﬁ.fhrban&mamwﬁngﬂlcmubhzing,yu:ldu!\ugrmheuucrmm
Lize the rain txip, which links the quotidian splendor and the nightmarish underside of the American dream, the
braal weather scems appropriate. "This is the last comfxtable moment you'l have foe & while) Del.llo says with a
mile 21 he gess into the car. "The car is air-conditioned, bur the house e ¥ One of the major voices in
Arerican fiction for nearly two decades, DeLillo, who is now fifty-ane, rarely granes interviews. He lacks "the nec-
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,nnqltmn.m. shepunu.'['mjlmnﬂll
man" he says. "I'd rather wrire my

send
shesr own public life” Bur the publication of his ninth
sovel, Lifwa — 3 ficoonal sccount of the assassimarion of
Jobhn Kennedy, wld from the perspective of Lee Har-
sey Oswald — has prompted him o speak.

“Libra is easier to alk abour chan my prniuuu
books,” DeLillo says. "The obvious reason is it's
grotinded in reality and there are real people 1o discuss.
Even someone who hasn't read the book can respond
3¢ least in a limited way 1o any discussion of people like
anOmmldur]ackRubyhuﬁrmmmmL[‘mal’
abstracr discussions, which |

them, but [ don't necessarily enjoy ralking about them.”

Saill, Lifma — which s DeLillo's firse best seller and 2
nominer for a 1988 Natonal Book Award for ficoon —
is more of a culmination than a departure. Delillo's
first novel, Amenicma, which appeared in 1971, ends in
Dealey Plaza, in Dullas, the site of the Kennedy assassi-
nation, and references to the slaying um up in several
of his other books. In 1983, DeLillo wrote a piece for
Rotung Srome about the of the assassination

to define DeLillo's fiction, "This is a + stk of the
imagination,” he writes in the auth~", note that con-
cludes the book. "While drawing from the historical
record, ['ve made no amempt t furnish facrual answers
anmsmmuucd}wmemmm"huud.
he hopes the novel will provide "a way of thinking
;bou: the assassination without being constrained L-y
thar widens with the yean.”

Ins Libra, DeLillo describes the murder of the presi-
dent as "the seven seconds that broke the back of the
Asmencan cenmury” Bue this cataclysm differs only in
scale from the killings that shatter complacent, en-
closed lives in the novels Ploery (1977), Rummmg Dog
(1978) and The Namer (1982).

Similarly, the college-foothall plaver who i the main
character in End Zome (1972) and the rock-star hero of
Grear Jones Sereer {1973) both achieve an alienation that
rivals the emotonal state Delillo sees i Lee Harvey
Oswald. Apocalyptic events profound in their impact
and uncertain i their ulnmare shadow Ramer's
Saer (1976) and Wihite Noise (1983), juse as the assassi-
nation does the world of Libre — and our world, 3 quar-
ter of a century after it

This interview takes plact in DeLillo’s back yard;
xﬁ':nnﬂ]“'ll}zadrn:dmmd-mlm
v:llag:muﬂ"hk:m&mgmd’d:ﬁﬁu. D:-
Lille appmrmglv for a late lunch of burgers, fries
:td&-ka[nhu DelLillo sies an a [awn chair and
xpmj:n.qumrrlv.d:md shady, and the sky
clouds over a bit. Even 5o, the heat, the humidiy, the
lush green of the grounds and the eerie din of cicadas
give the scene an almost oropical feel. Delillo — wiry
and intense, wearing jeans and a plaid shirc open at the
collar, spesking with deliberate slowness in a gripping

home in the suburbs of Amenca.

The Kennedy assastination seems perfectly in line with the
comcemns of yonr fiction. Do s feel you conld have imvented
# 1 it hadn't happeved?

Maybe it invented me. Cerminly, when it happened,
1 was not a fully formed wricer; T had only published

el
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some short stories in small quarreclies. As 1 was work-
ing on Lifns, it accurred to me that a lot of rendencies
mmﬁmedumkumdmbemlkmgxzni
wouldn't have become the kind of writer 1 am if it
weren't for the assassmanon.

What kind of impact did the arsassination bave on you?

It had a strong impac, as it obviously did for every-
one. As the years have flowed away from thar point, |
dmkwewaﬂmhﬁ.&d\nw}m:hmm

twenty-five years is a sense of 2 man-
xﬁMnchnfdmfuhngmhnmwdm
tlu: one moment in Dallas. We seem mu:h mare
aware of el like rand and ambiguity and
chaos since then.

A character in the novel describes the assassination
as"an jon in the heartlind
of the real.” We still haven't
reaci:ed any consensus on the

of the crime: the num-

of data, people have developed 2
sense that history has been se-
crety manipulaced, Documents
lost and destroyed. Official ree-
ords sealed for fifty or seventy-
five years. A number of sugges-
tive murders and suicides
immlving prople who were con-
nected 1o the events of Novem-
ber 22nd. So from the inital im-
pact of the visceral shock, [ think
we've developed a much more
deeply unsertled feeling about
our grip on realr

You have been interested
long time in the media, which cer-
by played  mugjor role in the na-
umal experience of the assammation,
Televnion hed just made us mpact
on politcs m the 1960 clection, and
then for the week folloany the mr-
der, it seemed that ereryone wa
watching telenision, reemg Jack Ru-
H!Wf[&!”ﬂujﬁmﬂ
and then Kermedy's fineral. Ifs a5 if
the power of the media m o culnoe
okt been fly el il thet point

It's strange thar the power of
mkwmmmhudmmﬁﬂew.mhbﬁm
time, as i permuned to a viclent event. Not only a vio-
lenc but, of course, an extraordinarily significant evenc.
This has become part of cur consciousness. We've de-
veloped almost a sense of performance as it applies ™
televised events. And [ think some of the people who
mulmmlmndlm—pum:hdywnhxm
and people like Arthur Beemer and John
Hinckley [the would-be assassins, respectively, of
: and into
the way in
which their acts will be perceived by the rest of us, even
as: they commic che acts. So chare i x dueply selforefére
ing element in our lives that wasn't there before.

You refer to the assassination at various ponts in nowels
prior to "Libra and of cowrve, you proe an about the
ssasymation for thes magazme m 1983, What made
you feel that you had to parnie it a5 the subject of a nevel?

T didn't seart thinking about it as 2 major subject um-

the
for the RoLLING STONE piece. He and his mother,
Marguerice, traveled to New York in 52 or early '3,
because her oldest son was sanoned at Ellis Island with
du(h:&nd'lﬂgumdtmmddmaﬂ&n
way 1 New York and eventually serded in the Bronx.

Oswald lived very near the Bronx Zoo. T guess he was
thirreen and [ was sixeen at the time.

OswaLD: A NEED TO MERGE WITH HIS

ﬁcmdma lmﬁlﬂ‘dmﬁm’

it-
uEnmduf:pnaufm&wh:hudwnnh&-
tion. My own feeling at the begimming was that 1
had to do justice to historical likelihood. In other
waords, [ chose what [ consider the most obvious possi-
bility: that the assassination was the work of ant-Cas-

mmimhwbvmmmhmhmldﬂnt
want novelistic invention to become the heart of the
book. T wanted a clear historical center on which T
you choose to tell the story from Owald's pomt of view?

1 chink I have an idea of what it's fike to be an out-
sider in this society. Oswald was clearly an oursider, al-
though he foughe against his exclusion. [ had a very
haunting sense of what kind of life he led and what kind

of person he was. | expenienced it when [ saw the
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where he lived in New Otleans and in Dallas YnunthmCmmqumde UxavawaH':n’p.ndbe:auLbum&nm
mlmFurl\Vurd\.Hﬂduwwdaermofnm p&:hﬂﬂpdﬂﬂhvmbfw'bhl'? d\zlaks.ilucmdvaﬁnlwam-}nh:-

lbb-smdtmmuofmw.&mdlzh\dof 1 Tooked at films and listened to tapes. Hearing Os- bored contradicrions and who could tlr either way.
we think we know unnl we delve more deeply. wnH'lwi:tntdh’amcdH'sucinmwlyi:m- Did uhfﬂkphwd’MMtuhm?
\‘l’hnwuuldhnwupecmdml&tdu:w&fm esting, Parti 8 ing was a tape of an appear- L Vikhngwnnnsdnfmingit.yu.l:um
10 the Sovies Union? He starved reacing socialise writ- Owald macle on che radio in Mew Orleans in the dhat would be one of the central Os-
whenl-\emfducud-:rgumnulnbuwn:oﬂ surnme of 1963, He sounds like 2 soct candidate wald's life. He is holding a a revolver at
magluwtdd!m'l'hnehmafulfm for office. He was late ly bpudluﬂismhhﬁuhndmpnd’ﬁ&ﬁﬁ-

tradiction 1o exemplify his lfe. There seemed clever in escaping Listening to this tant and The Waorker, two lefe-wing j he

10 be a panem of self-argument. man and then reading the he had earlier writeen read. He's dressed in black. He's almost the poor
MrnhmudﬁthuvktUml—&- in his so-called historic diary, whi s enormously cha- mhjm&mhh#nmadmhm
mdnliuof:nlmmpnmblcqmiumhc'dbe otic and almost childiike, again scemed w point to mkth!paﬁ:ﬁ;nEH:mﬁhh-i&ﬁxh
asked by the authorities upon ing, One set of man who was a living selfcontradiction. le wanted mwhhmmwdmdwm
wmﬂhmﬂuhgﬁnm aﬁuhu-n-bn:Omldeanhh may one day know what ki ?mmlm&huu
could i i i the auitbor's note af the end "Libra! you say the navel

mﬁslwhupmhwsedmlmuwlmmh In
mn:!:!nr:uidgs-ﬁuumdu&- this radio program. might
cation

serve s @ kind of refuge for readers, There is an 7 ~
Wmhmmbh&m'{hnﬂm A.Io-rpo&lp-&mi&thCam-’mth- that searching for o “solation” to the mosieries the l
mofumwﬁxﬂefddi-memdm:d:in— Msﬂbkm&mhdbmﬂhm .MdkCMMNMH&'-
mdﬁﬁwmﬂmmb Joyee might bave written if be the book, leads imevitably to &
tile clements :memb:p-tufwsliﬁ_ had moved to lowa City and mental and spiritwal dead end.

[t almost as Dm”_m&uﬁd’:mdrrnmq" frved 10 be @ nanded.
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whd:!!muﬂughmdfp:&ﬂn.lundmn- ment. The fifteen vol- d-g'ltalh-ﬂlu.ﬂlh-
elemment into Libns on a mumber of occasions. are devored to testimo- ﬂldhﬁ‘ﬂlﬂm—
: a coherent account of

iical acr Walker was a right-wing have a masterwork of trivia

was, of course, pro-Castro. Bue O ranging from Jack Ruby's

Kennedy was more complicared. I mot| r's dental records to

i ws and, as  photogeaphs of knotted

things like string. What was valusble ©
ot

s one reason the testimony of dozens and dos- willing © that leap with
i had  ensof e who talk not hirm as long as theres a kind
comci-  only about their connection © of o Teidal it
pumz::c:ﬂ the assassination ntself bue e the other side, a sense that
. about their jobs, their mar- we've arrived at a resolution.
ick riages, their chil 1 think fiction rescues his-
testimony provided an ex- tory from its confusions. It
in window on life in can do this in the somr"
the Fifties and Socies and, be- superficial way of filling in
ycn{d-'.p-meumncf blank spaces. But it can
some kind? people’s speech patcerns, WEEL [N, A6 operat in a decper way; pro-
Waﬂ.lgdiinuhdumhlmwﬁaﬁm whether they were private de- viding the balance and chythm
_Ead:cAI:deudnﬂChllep-H:ﬁdsthm- rectives from MNew Orleans oe railroad workers from uh’zw—hﬂmm&ﬂyhhmrﬂh
zdwbenmw.l-kwmdm-riu'ﬁutmbm Fare Worth 'Sndumdu}éﬁiwdﬁhwvmhm
Amenican life” — and this, of course, is 2 Haw long did it ke to write "Libma'? e ing, clearing up and, perhaps most
striking remark coming from someone like him. A lirde over theee years. . imporunc of all, finding chythms and symmetries that
There's o evidence that he ever wrote any fiction; Goen the ity of the subject, was there amy pov¥ wuimplyém'!umw
thet constituted & for you? From a certam int, your books can almost |
Oswald's wice — and by voice [ mean be taken @5 a systematic at various aspects of Amen- i

ot Just uuyheq:nhmpenphhx MnEr Souc mm:mmmmmw-uu |
bmmkdhlmmdvhmn&mk'nm w&ﬁ&.‘mwwhhm
‘uadutarﬂpwﬁ‘ldﬂlfdﬁdm}m&mm a fushion?
mncu.youmyb:w:ﬁenyaurmwﬁndiugm No.muall.'[hmhtﬁdumndmnd-
hinmlEAnduulnmupmahdof lyifymnn-hui.dnmi-uhminnmymuu
-brmhnhndvy&mbad:ind‘nhg&mihm afwn@uhmmzﬂ!m'uhﬂ!ﬁnhllh’u
Ml&kﬁmhwmmmﬂ ﬁih:ininnud.hwwmmhabﬁxm
Oswald's inner life but Jack Ruby's as well phcumdmmucinﬁd.mquﬁu
cher. [t i ibrat ]z ? Thdde'ﬂvufmnvq&nhmmhprwzh dl:&tniﬂvduehminhahnm:kmdcin
Mmmdu-wggle.whm:hzmhmbordu— -M&udmdnwﬂiﬂnjmwha&%ﬁnﬁ- Gujw&m.lﬂnﬂlhehunhlmmm
‘hhmcsnooe':mpauduurkl.-dﬂlmﬁ pudnnbmmmdm? interesting ching about ‘particular characeee is dhat
lpn;ll. ldﬁ*mw&hwwh&wdbym hcmswhulamdmuﬁund-ﬂ-
1 think we can mke Oswald's life as the acempt © umdzfu-lmmf:hﬂlismen:lhmnid:du cide. For me, that defines the period between 1965 and
Hdwﬂxr.&uhemmrmﬁd-l—kwiﬂ:@n i ified

o the bonderiine, He never was able to merge with the fery in general rather than the occult s something that pock-music star. Ramer's Star is pot about mathematics
‘ﬂumwﬂiw-rid!hmryiapun'mh.ﬂhlﬂrh mhuﬂm‘o&'wwﬁ-lm’:mﬂymdmﬁ: undurmmmmdmu:hl:mlw
ﬂmi&lmﬂlﬂhd’ﬁﬁﬁ:\nﬂm mﬁunmdmkkﬂnpaﬂﬂritildrmm{ ic exploration of Ameri xperi [ take the ideas
lpmdﬁm:d:ﬁ!dmfdﬁﬁmm pndnuh(‘adnkm as they come.
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Need a Credit Card?

S%i4 Sﬂte..J‘FSb 8
f‘f;:-’z"rf"‘. f2sae

This Federal Bank
Wants to Help You!

Call 1-800-242-4300

Key Federal Savings Bank feels that every
working person deserves to be considered
| foracredit card. Maybe you've had some past
| credit problems. . .bankruptcy. . . recently
| divorced. . .or you just started working and
have no credit history.

| We help you through our unique credit pro-

! gram called Secured Deposit Account — the

| Targest and oldest plan in the U.5.A, Heres
how it works. . .

You can apply for the Key Federal Secured
Deposit VISA or MasterCard if you:

» Earn at least $185 a week

e Have no unpaid claims against you

« Had no bankruptcy in the last 2 years

Decide how much credit you want ($500 to
$5,000) when you complete your application
and return it with a check tor that amount.
The check will not be deposited until your
application is approved.

That’s it! And there'’s even more hafg news!
Your Key Federal VISA or MasterCard has
NO ENTRY FEE, NO ANNUAL FEES, AND
NO STATEMENT FEES!

KEY FEDERAL SAVINGS BANK
Havre de Grace, Maryland
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On the otfer hand, some specific Amen-

1 do believe that A living

experience of writing Americana was im-
maiialzhmﬂndﬁvlqickhmd
carefully directed activity. 1 did End
i uu-ﬁzm:hd:muhnl

woni. Fellini
can directors as well - Kubrick and
Howard Hawks and others.

What did you find inspirational about
those directors?

They find myseery in mo-
ments. They find humor in even the

sbroad feel 2 self-consciousness that
they don't feel when they are at home.

become sudenrs of themselves.
They see themselves as the people
around chem see them, as Americans

R
iz
0
i
[

;

necusly use humor to offser 2 partieul
moment of discomfort or fear, but this
reflex is s0 L g
nal fear that they almost become ¢
same thing.

Your first novel, “"Americana, wai pub-
lished when you were about thrty-fove, which
is ruther Late. Did you think of yourvelf a5 a

Americans took a long ome m write
huullnimkmpimi;:

at

clarity of the Aegean experience.
Those were my conscious goals in those

two books.
In “The Nemes' and some of your other
hoh.l?wiorff.vmum'&mn{

No, I don'e It is just my sense chat
we live in a kind of circular or near-cir-
cular system and thac there are an in-




of 5o many of the characters in the
ok. So it had to make a cerrain

page. 5o that the reader may well
conclude that this is a formal experi-
ment in dialogue instead of a simple
transcription, which it acoually is. When

don't think you are required
a writer or & r:nf:llu. Mw‘madﬂn

I had 2 grounding X
e, wpae e fghs Lmigie | [
in from Gme o time. i

This was the whole point of the book 2s
froas [ was d. Bur how [ 3
x almost immediately and 3
E..udmv;dfdesrribiu;:mmlum almost holy or sacred. Is it there? k
the floor of the smck exchange, and of  Well, yes. You imow, | don't bebieve as A
course from thar paint the book took a Mutray Jay Siskind does in Whie Nouse %
different direction. Never-  that the supermarket is a form of Tibet-
theless, in Plners, [ think there issall 2 an lamasery. But there is something |
m-of;mdlnirndyﬁﬂifmm there that we tend o miss. 4
the lips of people. And 1 did that again Imagine someone from the third }

:
i
1t
il

o
?i

{
:
1
ﬂi

!
g
EE
i

L
#
e

i
ik

1

b
i
!

world who has never set foot in a

like that suddenly transported to
an A&P in Chagrin Falls, Ohio.
Wouldn't he be elated or frightened?
Wouldn' he sense that something
transcending is abour ro happen to
him in the midst of all this brightness?

hn'-ﬂmm'in)_urﬁwh In 'Reowing
%l;l’fhdlrhv’.:nagaduq‘
the navels plot. In "White [Cons, om 164 ]
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