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NAKED LUNCH ON TRIAL

The Supreme Court of Massachusetts in a decision handed down
on July 7, 1966, declared Naked Lunch by William S. Burroughs
not obscene. In clearing the novel of obscenity charges and find-
ing that it was protected by the First Amendment of the United
States Constitution, the highest court of Massachusetts reversed
an earlier decision of the Superior Court of Boston and removed
the threat of a state-wide ban on the book. Since Naked Lunch
was first published in the United States in 1962, the only other
censorship action against the book outside the State of Massa-
chusetts occurred in Los Angeles, where the novel was cleared
of obscenity charges at a trial in 1965.

At the Boston trial which preceded the Massachusetts Supreme
Court ruling, Norman Mailer, Allen Ginsberg, and John Ciardi
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X NAKED LUNCH ON TRIAL

were among the witnesses who testified on behalf of Naked Lunch.
The attorney appearing on behalf of the book and its publisher
was Edward de Grazia, assisted by Daniel Klubock. Below is the
full text of the majority decision of the Supreme Court of Massa-
chusetts, followed by excerpts from the testimonies of Mr. Mailer
and Mr. Ginsberg, and a statement from Mr. de Grazia.

ATTORNEY GENERAL VS.
A Book NAMED “NAkED Luncy”

BY THE COURT. The book was adjudged obscene in the Superior
Court, G. L. c. 272, §8§ 28C, 28E, 28F (each inserted by St. 1945,
c. 278, 8 1). The Supreme Court of the United States has held
that, to justify a holding of obscenity, “three elements must coa-
lesce: it must be established that (a) the dominant theme of the
material taken as a whole appeals to a prurient interest in sex;
(b) the material is patently offensive because it affronts contem-
porary community standards ... and (¢) the material is utterly
without redeeming social.value” (emphasis supplied). 4 Book
Named “John Cleland’s Memoirs of a Woman of Pleasure” v.
Attorney Gen. of Mass. 383 U. S. 413, 418-421 (hereafter referred
to as the Memoirs case). “Naked Lunch” may appeal to the pru-
rient interest of deviants and those curious about deviants. To
us, it is grossly offensive and is what the author himself says, “bru-
tal, obscene and disgusting.”

As to whether the book has any redeeming social value, the
record contains many reviews and articles in literary and other
publications discussing seriously this controversial book portray-
ing the hallucinations of a drug addict. Thus it appears that a
substantial and intelligent group in the community believes the
book to be of some literary significance. Although we are not
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bound by the opinions of others concerning the book, we cannot
ignore the serious acceptance of it by so many persons in the lit-
erary community. Hence, we cannot say that “Naked Lunch” has
no “redeeming social importance in the hands of those who pub-
lish or distribute it on the basis of that value.” See the Memoirs
case at p. 421.

The record does not show that the book has been “commer-
cially exploited for the sake of prurient appeal, to the exclusion of
all other values.” The question, therefore, is not presented whether
the book, or its publication and distribution, are on that account
“utterly without redeeming social importance.” See the Memoirs
case at pp. 420-421, which appears to treat the privilege under
the First Amendment of publishing material like this as a quali-
fied privilege which may be lost if abused. See also Ginzburg v.
United States, 383 U. S. 463, 467-476; Mishkin v. New York, 383
U. S. 502, 508-512. Cf. Galvin v. New York, N. H. & H. R. R., 341
Mass. 293, 296-298.

The final decree is reversed and a new final decree is to be
entered declaring that (without considering whether the book
has been commercially exploited for the sake of prurient ap-
peal) the book cannot be declared to be obscene. This new fi-
nal decree shall be without prejudice to the bringing of new
proceedings with respect to this book under the appropriate
sections of G. L. c. 272, if it shall appear that, after March 21,
1966, the date of the three recent Supreme Court cases, already
cited, any persons have been or are advertising or distributing
this book in this Commonwealth in a manner to exploit it for
the sake of its possible prurient appeal.

So ordered.

The Chief Justice took no part in the consideration of this case.
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Excerrts FrROM THE BosTON TRIAL
oF N4keEDp LUNcH

EDWARD DE GRAZIA: Mr. Mailer, you have referred to the fact that
tn some of your writings you deal with political matters. Would it
be unfair to say that in much of your writing, both as a novelist
and as an essayist, you deal with moral questions and moral
matters?

INorMAN MaiLER: Well, I try to. It’s like saying—

Q. What’s good and bad?

A. If you're a ballplayer you would not like to say you are a
good third baseman, you try to play third base. You try to deal
with moral questions. Whether you deal with them well is an-
other matter.

Q. When I use the word “moral,” there, [ mean, you are trying
to deal with questions of good and bad and good and evil?

A. Yes, I try to deal with such questions.

Q. You have read Naked Lunch, the book before the Court?

A. Yes, I have.

Q. Do you have some opinion as to its importance?

A. I have a changing opinion as to its importance, because |
have now read the book, not completely, but I have read the book
completely twice. I have read more than two-thirds of the book,
in other words, three times. I have encountered the book over a
period of about three or four years; or to be more precise, I first
encountered it in 1959, in the magazine Big Table. I read an
excerpt from it; then I read the book entirely about two years ago,
when it came out. In the last few days I have read it very slowly
and carefully. I have read the first hundred and ten pages.

THE Court: What is the association between Big Table, and
Naked Lunch?

MAaILER: Big Table is a magazine.

THE Court: [ assume it is a trade magazine.
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MAILER: Big Table was a magazine that was put out by some
editors who had left the Chicago Review, which was a literary
magazine of the University of Chicago.

DE Grazia: Mr. Mailer, would you now tell us, in your own
words, the importance that you see in the novel, changing as it
may be?

MaiLER: Well, the change I have mentioned, the change—
because what is interesting about it to me—I started reading the
book. I liked the book very much when I read it. The last time I
said, “Fine thing.” I started to read it with trepidation, whether I
didn’t like it as much.

Tue Court: Did that concern you too much?

MAaILER: Well, if I am going to testity on 1t—

Tue CourT: In that light, pardon me.

MAILER: So, I found, as I read it—

Tue Court: If you read a book once and took a fancy to it and
read it a second time and didn’t like it, you wouldn’t want to stake
your life under those circumstances, would you?

MaILER: No, sir. At any rate I found I had more respect for the
reading of it this time. I haven’t finished it. I had to read slowly
and think about it a great deal, as to my respect for it. I have a
feeling that it is much more of a literary work than I felt the pre-
vious time, even though the previous time | felt it was a work of
high talent. The man has extraordinary talent. Possibly he is the
most talented writer in America. As a professional writer | don’t
like to go about bestowing credit on any other writers.

Tue Court: Have you read him before?

MAILER: I read a book, Junky; and I read it in a paper-back;
and it is just a very good, hard-boiled sort of novel. It is a false
novel. He wrote it to make some money; but it is well-written.
Small portions of it, as a matter of fact, appear in Naked Lunch
as one of the themes.
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But I felt, reading it through this last time, I had the feeling
that the work presents a kind of complexity which I will not com-
pare to James Joyce’s Ulysses, I'd say it is not without compari-
son. It’s possible, as a work that would take considerable inquiry
and study. I found it considerably less shocking as I read it this
time. I felt it more and more, the purpose in the various parts of
it. The first time through I thought it was well-written. The man
has extraordinary style. He catches just a little of the beauty. I
think he catches the beauty, at the same time the viciousness and
the meanness and the excitement, you see, of ordinary talk, the
talk of criminals, of soldiers, athletes, junkies.

There is a kind of speech that is referred to as gutter talk that
often has a very fine, incisive, dramatic line to it; and Burroughs
captures that speech like no American writer I know. He also—
and this makes it impressive to me as a writer—he also has an
exquisite poetic sense. His poetic images are intense. They are
often disgusting; but at the same time there is a sense of colli-
sion in them, of montage that is quite unusual. And, as I say, all
this together gives me great respect for his style. But I also began
to feel that really this time there is more to his intent than I had
ever recognized before; that the work was more of a deep work,
a calculated work, a planned work. In other words, the artistry in
it was more deliberate and more profound than I thought before.
So, as a matter of fact, after this case is over, I am looking for-
ward to finishing it. As I say, | have read just the first half this
time through.

DE GraziA: Mr. Mailer, while you are on that subject, there was
a reference earlier by Mr. Cowin (Assistant Attorney General) to
the question of the notes, of his notes of which he has no precise
memory of having written, which later became the basis of Naked
Lunch; and 1 was wondering, as a writer, if you could give us your
opunion what may have been involved here?
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A. Yes. I listened to that very carefully because I remembered
reading that in the beginning of the book; and it seemed to me,
as I was reading the book, I started thinking about a matter that
is one of the mysteries of writing. It is very often you can wake
up in the morning and start writing and you have this experience:
what you are writing about is what you haven’t been thinking
about. It will come out in detail. One’s best writing seems to bear
no relation to what one is thinking about. There is an unconscious
calculation that seems to go on in one’s sleep. The work is done
while you sleep; and the discipline of writing is almost to keep
from interfering with that creative work that is done by the un-
conscious. In other words, if a man is working on a novel, that
his habits are regular and precise—I am getting long-winded here
for a point. The best of his habits are regular because he doesn’t
portray the work he is performing while conscious.

In Burroughs’ work I think something quite extraordinary is
going on here, since the man is a self-confessed drug addict. I
have heard various versions of how he wrote Naked Lunch. He
seems to have been writing—he wrote somewhere, he used to write
coming out of drug addictions, at other times he says he wrote it
in drug addictions, while he was a drug addict. It is possible he
wrote this book in all three phases. I am just guessing this. Pos-
sibly it was written while an addict, while withdrawing, and while
he was withdrawn from addiction.

But what is fascinating to me is that there is a structure to the
book, you see, which is doubtless imperfect. I think one reason
we can’t call it a great book like Remembrance of Things Past or
Ulysses, is the imperfection of this structure. There is no doubt
as to the man’s talent; while it was, perhaps, excited and inflamed
by drug addiction, it was also hurt. This man might have been
one of the greatest geniuses of the English language if he had
never been an addict. Through this there is a feeling of great tor-
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ture in the composition of the book. What comes through to me
is that there also is style, the subconscious going through all the
various trials and ordeals of addiction, he still holds on to a
scheme in the book; and there is a deep meaning. It is curious
the way these themes keep recurring.

I have no idea how the book was put together. The ingredi-
ents are so exceptional, like you have a banquet of thirty, forty
components. You may eat in any order. You may shift them. The
themes are so deeply entwined; any page put with another page
creates an aura. It was so profoundly conceived.

Well, it may be this book was so—as I say, has no other struc-
ture than the profundity of the experience that the author had,
the particular ordeal the man went through in his life; or it may
be that there is a firm structure to it. It is just on the basis of these
three readings. I feel the work is sufficiently complex I couldn’t
begin to see—I found it absolutely fascinating because it draws
me to read it further and further, the way Ulysses did when I read
that in college, as if there are mysteries to be uncovered when I
read it.

Q. When you use the words, “absolutely fascinating,” and so
on, do you mean also, it has importance to you as a writer and
other writers? Are you expressing a notion of its importance?

A. It has enormous importance to me as a writer.

Q. Before, you mentioned the unconscious and subconscious. Do
you have a feeling, as a writer, that one of the important tests of a
writer is to be able to summon up, to evoke unconscious material and
put it into artistic form, and that in order to make his contribution, as
a writer, to society? Is this part of your feeling of one of the writer’s
tasks or problems? And if so, has Burroughs done this very well?

A. Well, I think that I don’t want to go to great length about
what I think.

Q. Let me rephrase the question more simply. Do you think that
Burroughs in this book has drawn up out of the unconscious, in
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one way or another, a great deal of material which has become
useful, which by being placed in artistic form, has become unique?

A. I think it is not only unique and useful, but I think that he
has given a portrait in this work. I think this work, as one of the
gentlemen who testified earlier; spoke of St. Augustine, I wouldn’t
begin to think of St. Augustine. To me this is a simple portrayal
of Hell. It is Hell precisely. In fact, Your Honor, I have written a
little bit about that to bring in—Should I read that, if you wish?

Q. You have some notes, I think?

Tue Court: You have some notes?

MAaILER: I have some notes.

Tue Court: You may.

MaiLER: Well, in these notes, I said—

Tre Court: Incidentally, when did you draw up these notes?

MaiLER: | wrote them on Sunday. I have written about William
Burroughs before; and 1 wrote about him in Esquire two years
ago, | think, a year and a half ago. But I felt 1 didn’t want to even
look back at that. The remarks were complimentary, but I felt 1
wanted it freshly. If you wish I can give this to you?

Q. Go ahead, Mr. Mailer.

A. William Burroughs is in my opinion—whatever his con-
scious intention may be—a religious writer. There is a sense in
Naked Lunch of the destruction of soul, which is more intense
than any I have encountered in any other modern novel. It is a
vision of how mankind would act if man was totally divorced from
eternity. What gives this vision a machine-gun-edged clarity is
an utter lack of sentimentality. The expression of sentimentality
in religious matters comes forth usually as a sort of saccharine
piety which revolts any idea of religious sentiment in those who
are sensitive, discriminating, or deep of feeling. Burroughs avoids
even the possibility of such sentimentality (which would, of
course, destroy the value of his work), by attaching a stringent,
mordant vocabulary to a series of precise and horrific events, a
























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































