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			Context 

			The 1977 execution of convicted murderer Gary Gilmore was a significant moment in American history. It was the first execution following the 1976 reinstitution of the death penalty, and it was Gilmore himself who fought for his own capital punishment. Famously, before facing the firing squad, his last words were, “Let’s do it.” 

			The Executioner’s Song, Norman Mailer’s 1,000-plus-page tour de force and winner of the Pulitzer Prize, is a stylistically groundbreaking work, and is regarded as a departure from Mailer’s signature style, in that his perspective is absent. It is based on painstaking research, much of it conducted by Mailer’s collaborator, journalist Lawrence Schiller. Schiller embarked on the project of documenting Gary Gilmore’s life and death and became a major character in the story. 

			Sometimes regarded as a nonfiction novel, it reads like fiction—at times, even like poetry—and is, like Truman Capote’s renowned In Cold Blood, a powerful contribution to the genre of creative nonfiction. It’s also significant for raising ethical questions about capital punishment in the United States, an issue that remains hotly contested today. The American Civil Liberties Union and other civil rights groups endeavored to negate his death-penalty sentence, concerned that it would set a precedent for additional capital punishments to be inflicted upon minorities, but Gilmore angrily rejected their position and support. Apprehension about racial inequity in the criminal justice system is still widespread today. 

		

	
		
			Overview

			The Executioner’s Song, Norman Mailer’s masterwork, tells the story of Gary Gilmore, a convicted murderer who was executed in Utah in 1977. Working from a massive compendium of court documents, interviews, and letters—many obtained and transcribed by Lawrence Schiller and his team—Mailer recreates details in novelistic fashion to create a complex and compassionate portrait of a flawed man who might otherwise have been remembered solely as a monster—or just a historical footnote. 

			Gary Gilmore spent his early life in reform school and prison. Upon his release, at age thirty-five, his relatives supported him in his efforts to transition into a regular life, but he was still clearly struggling. When he met nineteen-year-old single mother Nicole Baker, two tortured souls found love—but the turbulent relationship that ensued spiraled downward fast. 

			Gary returned to a life of crime, culminating in two murders in two days. He was sentenced to death—and, in a case that received much national attention—resisted attempts to be granted a stay of execution, instead choosing to face a firing squad. Gary and Nicole even attempted suicide in the interim before the execution was eventually carried out. 

			The Executioner’s Song paints a nuanced and unflinching portrait of a man who committed heinous crimes and paid for them with his life. What’s remarkable about the book is that it recounts Gary’s life and deeds without judgment, leaving the reader to make his or her own assessment. At times, Gary comes across as sympathetic; at other times, his actions seem unfathomable—even, in fact, to himself. What’s clear is that there are no simple answers to explain why people do what they do. 

		

	
		
			Summary

			Book One: Western Voices

			Part One: Gary

			After thirteen years of incarceration in reform school and, later, at a maximum-security prison, Gary Gilmore is finally facing release—and despite her husband Johnny’s reservations, his Mormon cousin Brenda sponsors Gary for parole. He’ll divide his time between her home in the Mormon town of Provo, Utah, and the home of her parents, Vern and Ida. Vern secures a job for Gary at his shoe repair shop.

			Despite Brenda’s heartfelt efforts to help Gary acclimate to life outside prison, there are signs he’s ill-adjusted and not equipped for regular social situations, such as his aggressive approach to picking up women, crude table manners during Easter dinner, and a nerve-racking episode behind the wheel of his friend Rikki Baker’s car. 

			When Gary disappears overnight and turns up in Idaho, he explains to Brenda that he hitched a ride in a pickup truck, fended off the driver’s homosexual advances with punches, and got stopped by cops while hightailing it to a hospital. Probation officer Mont Court gives him a pass on crossing state lines, reasoning that cracking down on the parole violation could spur Gary to act out again. 

			Gary appears to have instantly found his soulmate when he meets Rikki’s sister Nicole, an attractive nineteen-year-old single mother of two. Not long after hooking up— much to Brenda and Johnny’s dismay—they get tattoos of each other’s names. 

			Need to Know: Gary Gilmore spent most of his early years locked up—and emerged bent on making up for lost time, particularly when it came to meeting women. But when he crossed paths with Nicole, it was clear that Gary’s life would change irrevocably—for better or for worse. 

			Part Two: Nicole

			Gary soon moves into Nicole’s house in Spanish Fork, Utah, where she lives with her two children, Sunny and Jeremy (Gary affectionately calls the latter “Peabody”). Thrice married and divorced at nineteen, Nicole finds herself increasingly intoxicated by Gary’s adoration. She feels accepted and loved for the first time in a young life already scarred by recurring abuse. Nicole quits her factory job and begins collecting welfare, doting on Gary—and relying on him as sole the breadwinner. 

			Those around them are uneasy about the sudden connection—Nicole’s mother, Kathryne, isn’t pleased her daughter is dating an older ex-con—but for Nicole, her life with Gary, drinking beer and smoking pot together at night, and prancing around naked while he admires her body, is heavenly.

			Nicole gradually opens up about her past, including the sexual abuse by “Uncle Lee,” a friend of her father’s, when she was just eleven. She also tells him about her three failed marriages: to Jim Hampton, whom she met after she escaped from a mental hospital; to Jim Barrett, Sunny’s father; and to Steve Hudson, a churchgoer whom she ditched after two weeks of wedded non-bliss. Her son Jeremy’s father, Kip Eberhardt, was abusive. Then came a relationship with Joe Bob Sears, who physically and mentally abused her, locking her in a room and calling her his “slave”—until Barrett returned to help her escape. 

			When Nicole gets a dark vibe from Gary, she wonders aloud if he’s the devil—a question, he says, he’s heard before.

			Need to Know: Nicole’s history of being abused and degraded by men offers a clue to why she basks in the affection of someone like Gary. She is able to overlook—or even embrace—his dark side, as long as she can count on his adoration. 

			Part Three: Gary and Nicole

			Less than two months into his whirlwind romance with Nicole, the seams of Gary’s life begin to fray. A kiss on the cheek for his cousin Toni’s twelve-year-old daughter, Annette, raises concerns for deeply religious neighbor Peter Galovan. Irate, Gary picks a fight with Pete—and ends up with his own face busted wide open. Pete decides to press charges. Nicole goes to confront Pete, who insists that Gary wants to kill him, and threatens, “If he don’t get you, I will.” Moved by her passionate plea, Pete agrees to drop the charges, and even says a prayer for Gary.

			Gary’s temper is stoked further by car troubles (his Mustang needs a new battery), money troubles (he has to borrow money for a replacement battery), and excessive drinking (he regularly steals six-packs of beer). He is fixated on trading in his Mustang for a white truck, but dealer Val Conlin insists he cough up a significant down payment. Gary is frustrated, and keeps badgering Val.

			Nicole is troubled by her man’s habit of shoplifting, and is unnerved when he comes home with several boxes containing guns. The bloom of her love is fading. He hits her for the first time—and apologizes, but the emotional damage is done; she’s been down this road before. She tells him, “I want to die,” and he responds by holding a knife blade to her stomach to call her bluff. 

			The downward spiral continues. Gary takes Nicole’s Mustang, with her and the kids in it, to sell the guns, and ends up in a violent argument with her. He steals a tape deck, crashes into a car while fleeing the scene, and ends up getting Nicole’s car impounded. Terrified of returning to prison for parole violation, Gary turns himself in. Again, his probation officer Mont Court prefers to see him cooperative than to see him locked back up.

			The close call reignites Nicole’s love for Gary, but she’s seeing clean-cut (and married) businessman Roger Eaton on the side, and starts up again with her ex-husband Jim Barrett. Barrett helps her move belongings out of the house she’d been sharing with Gary and hides her whereabouts from him. When Gary encounters Nicole again, after she stops by the house to pick up her vacuum cleaner, he tries to keep her from driving away—but she points a gun at him through the window of her car. Later, Gary appalls his cousin Brenda by declaring that he wants to kill Nicole. 

			Need to Know: For Gary Gilmore and Nicole Baker, the honeymoon phase didn’t last long. At first it seemed like destiny that these two damaged souls found each other, but they couldn’t maintain any semblance of a functional relationship. 

			Part Four: The Gas Station and the Motel

			Gary manages to cobble together a deal for the long-coveted truck. He shows up at the home of Nicole’s mother, Kathryne, seeking Nicole, and ends up taking Nicole’s mentally unstable younger sister April for a ride. They end up back at Val Conlin’s to sign the papers for the truck. Val is emphatic that Gary had better stick to their agreed-upon schedule of payments. 

			Afterward, Gary stops off at the gas station and encounters young attendant Max Jensen, a devout Mormon and a married father. After robbing him at gunpoint, Gary orders Max into the bathroom and down on the floor—then shoots him twice in the head. Once for himself, once for Nicole, he says. April, waiting in the truck, is high on drugs and has no idea what occurred in the station. The two leave and go to a movie. Later, they spend the night in a motel room. She fends off his advances out of loyalty to her sister, and they sleep in separate beds. 

			The next morning, Kathryne, who is worried sick, finds April safely home, but is horrified when she learns she has spent the night with Gary.

			After learning of the murder, Nicole thinks it must have been Gary. Brenda’s husband, Johnny, reads about it in the newspaper and thinks the same thing. Val Conlin reads about the murder while Gary is present, and rants about the stupidity of someone who would get away with a robbery and yet still commit murder. Gary responds, “Well, maybe he deserved to be killed.”

			The truck is having some trouble, so Gary drops it off at a gas station and sets off on foot to kill some time. 

			At the City Center Motel, Debbie Bushnell, pregnant with their second child, discovers her husband Benny, the manager, on the floor of the office, gushing blood from his head. She had just run into a strange tall man in the hallway who gave her the creeps.

			Not far away, Gary empties and ditches the motel’s cash box. But as he goes to dump the gun, it fires and hits his hand. When he returns to the gas station to pick up his truck, the employees can’t help but notice he’s bleeding—and one writes down his license plate number and calls the cops. His description of Gary matches one that has already been reported.

			Police descend on the motel, which is next to Vern and Ida’s house. It’s not long before Vern, too, deduces that Gary is the guilty party. 

			Debbie Bushnell learns that her husband has been declared dead. 

			Meanwhile, Gary appeals to Brenda and Johnny for help with his wounded hand—unaware that they’re collaborating with the cops on how to capture him. A roadblock is set up, but the white truck slips by. Eventually, though, the cops catch up to Gary.

			He’s taken to jail, and initially denies having committed armed robbery or murder. The police start building their case. Gary eventually confesses to murder—but can’t offer a motive.

			Gary’s capture reignites Nicole’s passion for him, and his for her. He writes Nicole loving, fervent letters—and confesses that he had a childhood nightmare about being beheaded that felt more like a past-life memory. He feels like he may owe some kind of karmic “debt” in this life.

			Need to Know: Gary Gilmore needed to make payments on his truck, and committed two armed robberies in order to do so. But he couldn’t explain why he gunned down the two victims who complied with his demands to hand over cash. 

			Part Five: The Shadows of the Dream

			Bessie, Gary’s mother, is in denial when Vern informs her that Gary has committed murder and may get the death penalty. She recalls her time with Gary’s father, Frank Gilmore, who traveled around the country using various aliases and had different birth certificates. In fact, Gary had once confronted her after finding a birth certificate that listed his own name as Fay Robert Coffman and his father’s as Walt Coffman—pseudonyms that led him to wonder if his real father was someone else. 

			Through Bessie, it’s revealed that Gary’s initial stint in prison was for armed robbery, and she wonders whether his early crimes were motivated by his fear that he was illegitimate.

			While Gary is locked up and writing her long, soul-searching letters, Nicole is seeing other men. At one point, Gary is transferred to a mental hospital—the very one where she was once confined—and they are able to meet. Nicole struggles with the prospect of Gary’s looming death sentence and even tries slitting her wrists, believing she’ll be reunited with him in the afterlife, but can’t quite go all the way. Gary is touched when he learns what she almost did for him.

			Gary, too, is considering suicide, in addition to contemplating his death by firing squad. Locked up with a fellow longtime-convict named Richard Gibbs, he discusses his fate and talks about reincarnation. They bond by sharing prison stories, and even manage to drum up some entertainment by giving grief to a naïve guard, Luis, who calls them “Geelmore” and “Geebs.”

			Need to Know: Gary Gilmore’s early life, and doubts about his parentage, might have played a role in turning him toward crime. His anguish over losing Nicole might have driven him to commit senseless murders. But once he was imprisoned and facing the prospect of a death sentence, his and Nicole’s deep connection returned, and they started looking ahead to the next chapter—that is, life after death.

			Part Six: The Trial of Gary M. Gilmore

			Gary’s lawyers, Mike Esplin and Craig Snyder, are frustrated by Gary’s recalcitrance—he’s not doing much to help build their defense case. Brenda seems like a potential witness, but there’s bad blood between her and Gary since she helped the cops catch him. To boot, forensic evidence showing that Gary deliberately shot Benny Bushnell point-blank during the robbery is extra damning.

			A psychiatrist’s evaluation concludes that Gary is fit to stand trial, despite being diagnosed with a “personality disorder of the psychopathic or antisocial type.” Gary is aware that he could act insane in order to give his attorneys material to mount a defense—at least, get the charges reduced from first- to second-degree murder—but refuses out of principle: “I resent having my intelligence insulted.” (Indeed, the psychiatrist’s evaluation found that Gary is of above-average intelligence—yet another factor that may indicate he was fully aware of what he was doing.)

			The defense lawyers set their sights on the mitigation hearing, which takes place after the trial as per Utah law and may give Gary his best chance of getting a reduced sentence. 

			At the trial, prosecutor Noall Wootton provides solid evidence of Gary’s guilt, including the testimony of witness Peter Arroyo, who saw Gary striding away from the motel with a cash box and a pistol. Gary’s lawyers ultimately rest their case without mounting a substantive defense. After all, they don’t have much to work with. Yet Gary is incredulous that his lawyers didn’t make more of an effort. He insists that he wants to reopen the case and take the stand himself.  

			The attorneys give him the opportunity to do so in court the following day, but during questioning by the judge, Gary changes his mind. Suddenly he seems to have absorbed what his lawyers are saying and resigned himself to his fate. 

			Gary is found guilty of first-degree murder. Following the mitigation hearing, in which he admits to killing Benny Bushnell but claims not to understand his own motive, Gary is given the death penalty, and chooses death by firing squad. His loved ones are in shock. He is taken to the state prison.

			Need to Know: Although Gary Gilmore is indignant at his court-appointed attorneys for mounting what he views as a lackluster defense, he becomes resigned to his fate shockingly quick—at least in part, it seems, because of his belief in past lives and the afterlife. He believes that he and Nicole will be reunited in their next existence. 

			Part Seven: Death Row

			Gary’s mother Bessie’s recollections help to retrace Gary’s path to death row. When he was young, he and his brothers clashed with their father, Frank, chafing against his intolerance of minor childhood transgressions. Bessie believes the house they lived in was haunted and that some kind of “apparition” possessed Gary. He was sent to reform school after stealing a car, and emerged hardened. After entering Oregon State Penitentiary, he attempted suicide, and was put on the drug Prolixin, which seemed to turn him into a zombie. After they stopped the injections, he was a changed man, much harder and darker. 

			Bessie recalls that when Gary was as young as three years old, she had a premonition that he would someday be executed. She’s not alone in sensing his dark side: Gary’s younger brother Mikal has long feared him. He remembers Gary’s trial for armed robbery, where he pleaded with the judge for leniency, reasoning that more time in lockup would just exacerbate the issues that led his brother to a life of crime. His sentence was nine years. 

			In the present day, Gary incessantly writes letters to Nicole: describing prison life, begging her to remain faithful to him—and urging her to commit suicide once he’s executed. Confounding all expectations, Gary is staunchly resigned to his fate. 

			He tells his lawyers that he doesn’t want to appeal his death sentence, and thus no longer wants to retain their counsel. He can’t bear the idea of living out the rest of his natural life in prison. But they insist that they can’t, in good conscience, stop trying to save his life. 

			Need to Know: Gary Gilmore’s insistence on going through with his death sentence begins to stir up controversy, to his court-appointed lawyers’ consternation. To Gary and even his own mother, however, his execution seems somehow fated.

			Book Two: Eastern Voices

			Part One: In the Reign of Good King Boaz

			Given the death penalty has only recently been reinstated, there are questions about how and when Gary’s sentence will be carried out. Assistant Attorney General Earl Dorius is buzzing about the potential significance of Utah’s first execution in sixteen years. Gary’s case starts to attract media attention—and the interest of a lawyer-turned-writer, Dennis Boaz, who is fascinated by the arcane and believes in the principle of “synchronicity.” Boaz writes to Gary affirming his right to choose death. 

			Gary’s lawyers file an appeal, despite the fact that Gary has fired them. The state supreme court grants a stay of execution against Gary’s own wishes. Via the prison chaplain, Cline Campbell, Gary reaches out to Boaz, and after a probing conversation that delves into numerology and reincarnation, decides to retain him as counsel. Out of practice though he is, Boaz goes before the Utah Supreme Court to argue Gary’s right to fulfill his sentence. They rescind the stay order—but the governor instates another. 

			Boaz feeds into the mounting media frenzy by giving press conferences where he talks about his pseudo-spiritual conversations with Gary. He also describes Gilmore’s misery in prison, explaining why his client would rather die than remain indefinitely incarcerated.

			Meanwhile, Gary and Nicole plot to commit suicide by taking an overdose of Seconal sleeping pills on the same night. She smuggles them into prison and writes out a last will and testament. In her mind, she is committed to the plan and devotes much thought to how she will carry it out—yet it’s telling that she keeps thinking of, and writing down, more final words to impart to her loved ones.

			Need to Know: Gary’s already bizarre case—a prisoner insisting on his own execution—takes a dramatic twist with his and Nicole’s Romeo and Juliet–esque suicide pact.

			Part Two: Exclusive Rights

			After taking the pills, Gary ends up hospitalized, Nicole in a coma. When he regains consciousness, he is returned to prison. She is taken to a mental hospital. 

			The media is chomping at the bit to cover the case. A local reporter named Tamera Smith gains Nicole’s confidence, and publishes a story about the dual suicide attempts, which gets picked up by outlets around the world. TV host and producer David Susskind and producer and author Larry Schiller are vying for the TV movie rights to Gary’s story. Boaz offers them to Susskind, a more established journalist. Schiller, who has been criticized for producing exploitative stories, goes around Boaz and offers Vern $75,000 for the rights, with ABC’s backing.

			During a Good Morning America interview, Boaz expresses his doubts about supporting Gary’s efforts to be executed. Gary is displeased and fires him. Attorneys Bob Moody and Ron Stanger are brought on. Along with them, Vern takes on a role in negotiating exclusive rights to Gary’s story. After Gary meets Schiller, he gets the nod. 

			Need to Know: The wheeling and dealing over the rights to Gary’s story foreshadows the media circus that is to come. Schiller, a multitalented photographer, author, and producer, is drawn to covering it but, after backlash over prior true-crime-related projects, fears this will reinforce his reputation as “the journalist who deal[s] in death.” 

			Part Three: The Hunger Strike

			As Gary goes on a hunger strike protesting the fact that he is no longer allowed to be in contact with Nicole since their suicide attempts, journalists are fighting for access to interview him. A reporter from the Salt Lake Tribune gets a judge to okay it, to the dismay of Attorney General Earl Dorius, who had fought to keep the press away. He challenges the judge’s decision via a writ of mandamus, and eventually gets the press banned again. 

			At a Utah Board of Pardons hearing, Gary maintains his stance that the execution should go forward—and gets his way. But following a petition from his mother, Bessie Gilmore, the Utah Supreme Court issues another stay of execution. A lawyer named Tony Amsterdam, with the Legal Defense Fund, has taken on Bessie’s crusade to save Gary, pro bono. The brief filed on Bessie’s behalf by local lawyer Richard Giauque equates Gary’s refusal to appeal with suicide. 

			Faced with costs above what ABC will lay out, Schiller devises a plan to obtain Gary’s letters to Nicole and sell them—despite Gary’s wishes not to share them. He interviews Gary via the lawyers and speaks with Brenda and Johnny. He gets a writer named Barry Farrell to work on a Gilmore interview for Playboy, and reaches out to Tamera Smith to work as an assistant for him. And when Vern and Ida fly out to give Bessie money from Gary, he puts up additional funds to get her to sign a release, to no avail.

			Finally, the supreme court votes to move forward with Gary’s execution, and he gives up his hunger strike after twenty-five days.

			Need to Know: The legal wrangling and the media attention over Gary’s case continue to escalate as the days go by. Nicole, confined in an institution where mentioning Gary’s name is verboten, is beside herself. Vern and Ida visit Bessie at Gary’s request and find that the spark has gone out of her.

			Part Four: The Holiday Season

			At Gary’s resentencing—effectively a rescheduling of the execution—his lawyers’ efforts to expedite his demise are thwarted. He attempts suicide again, this time with an overdose of phenobarbital, and is taken to the ER, but makes a quick recovery. 

			Gary’s former jailhouse pal Richard Gibbs blindsides him by calling lawyer Bob Moody to declare that he is a longtime police informant, and is planning to sell Gary out by being a witness at his trial and revealing insider information in exchange for money and publicity. 

			Schiller is freaked out by this news, as he fears whatever dirt Gibbs will unearth could undermine the value of his own exclusive. However, he manages to turn things around by unnerving Gibbs with the news that Gary is furious over his betrayal—after all, Gary is not a man one wants to anger. So Gibbs agrees to let Schiller interview him—for $200, not the $10,000 he originally sought. 

			Nicole is “ordered committed indefinitely” to the mental hospital. She and Gary, barred from physical contact, continue to exchange loving, yearning letters. 

			Shirley Pedler of the ACLU’s Utah branch is sympathetic for Gary’s situation, but feels that politically, executing him would set a bad precedent. Gary publishes an open letter in the Provo Herald telling her and all other organizations opposing his sentence to “butt out of my life. Butt out of my death.”

			Need to Know: A complex conflict has arisen: Despite Gary Gilmore’s insistence on being executed, civil rights organizations seek to override his will for fear of the legal precedent his execution would set. Ironically, groups that champion civil rights and liberties are put in the position of ignoring an individual’s choice for the sake of the greater good—at least, as they perceive it.

			Part Five: Pressures

			As direct contact is forbidden, Farrell works on interviewing Gilmore via his lawyers to assemble the Playboy article, though he’s frustrated that they don’t probe deeply enough to elicit meaningful responses. In one interview on December 20, Gary provides a portrait of his early life, saying that reform school was instrumental in leading him into a life of crime—but conceding that he was never quite an ordinary kid. (He was sent to an Oregon reform school for burglaries at age thirteen; he wanted to steal guns and sell them to a local gang. A talented artist, he dreamed of being a painter, but resigned himself to being a career criminal, the “eternal recidivist.”

			Describing his mindset at the time of the murders, Gary says he needed some kind of release after the breakup with Nicole. He wanted his victims to die quickly and painlessly, and regrets that Bushnell was left to suffer.

			Media attention continues. The National Enquirer publishes a so-called psychoanalysis piece alleging that Gary doesn’t really want to be put to death. A TV station files a suit seeking to televise his execution. Bill Moyers plans a CBS Reports show for the fatal night, and agrees to interview Schiller, who is seeking to prove that he’s not exploiting Gary for profit. But just as they’re setting up the shoot, Tamera informs Schiller that ABC has scrapped the special he’s been working on—walking away from a $70,000 investment. Since he retains the rights, Schiller is determined to go ahead with a movie and book. 

			And in a fairly unambiguous act of exploitation, Gibbs makes a deal to sell the New York Post his letters from Gary and even an invitation to attend his execution.

			In early January, as the execution draws near, Brenda is having health problems, and must check into a hospital. The warden denies a request to let her visit Gary one last time, and Gary has a momentary fit of anger. But he’s fuming about the ACLU and NAACP speaking out in the press against his execution. Gary makes no secret of his racial prejudice, and resents the involvement of the NAACP (which fears a return to the previous era of capital punishment, when black prisoners were more frequently executed than whites). Although the ACLU is getting plenty of press attention, their options for action are limited.

			The execution will be held on the prison grounds for security reasons, and the firing squad will consist of peace officers. (Some civilians have written volunteering to help do the deed.) Warden Sam Smith decides Gary will be hooded and strapped to a chair, contrary to the convict’s wishes to die standing and unmasked. Gilmore is also fielding offers to donate body parts; he is keen on giving his eyes to a twenty-year-old whose doctor has written him, but needs to run it by the warden. 

			Now that he’s lost the backing of ABC, Schiller is struggling to make arrangements to document the execution. He’s doing his best to keep rival media outlets at bay while cooperating just enough so they won’t go behind his back altogether. Farrell feels that throwing any other outlet a bone jeopardizes their exclusive, and the two spar over it. 

			Schiller is tempted by a $125,000 offer from newspaper magnate Rupert Murdoch for an eyewitness account of the execution itself. This would be easy money and would not compromise everything else he has in the works, but it also poses a moral dilemma, as he staunchly believes that he is doing journalism and not just cashing in on a man’s life-or-death situation. After some soul-searching, he turns the offer down. 

			Bessie has decided to honor Gary’s wish to be put to death. But Mikal is on the fence. He comes to Utah to meet with Gary, lawyers, and Schiller to mull whether to re-file the appeal to spare Gary’s life. Mikal fears Gary is being used as a pawn by the conservatives seeking the death penalty on one side, and those opposed to capital punishment on the other. 

			After a rancorous meeting with Gary, Mikal writes a heartfelt note that really moves his estranged brother—it’s perhaps the first time they’ve ever really connected. Ultimately, understanding Gary’s misery languishing behind bars, Mikal makes the painful choice not to mount an appeal. His final visit with Gary ends with a kiss, leaving Mikal in tears.

			Still, Earl Dorius is girding for the possibility of a last-minute appeal. And indeed, just days before the execution, the ACLU plays its last possible card: filing a taxpayers’ suit. The last-ditch effort fails. 

			Up until Gary’s final hours, Farrell is continuing to pore over all the material they’ve amassed on Gary—his interview transcripts and his letters to Nicole—mulling over the many facets of the man’s personality. He has grown to respect and even be fascinated by him, but feels all his and Schiller’s attempts to reach the real Gary have been thwarted. He begins to wonder if Gary might have a sexual interest in children, based on one letter about kissing a boy in prison, and his attraction to the “childlike” Nicole. However, at this stage of the game it’s not exactly something they can delve into with him. 

			Gary is given a final Catholic Mass in prison. He writes to Nicole about possessions he’s set aside for her, and as always, rhapsodizes about their love and their connection that transcends life and death. In his final interview, he’s wry and philosophical, and declares himself devoid of fear.

			The night before the execution, the press is told to remain confined outside the prison gate until 6 a.m. Schiller, there with loaned Time credentials (and some smuggled liquor Gary has requested), observes that this is an effective strategy for keeping them away from protestors. 

			Need to Know: As the scheduled date of the execution comes ever closer, the media and the legal situation grows ever more frenzied. All around Gary, people are desperately scrambling to get what they want from him—right down to his body parts. Through it all, he maintains a stoic determination to see his fate through.

			Part Six: Into the Light

			That night, a vigil is held outside the prison—with, as Schiller predicted, hardly any media presence. 

			Gary gets to spend his last night in lockup with his relatives, his lawyers, the Mormon prison chaplain, Cline Campbell, and the Catholic prison chaplain, Father Meersman, who conducted his Mass. At first, with snacks, coffee, TV, and music, it’s almost festive. Vern even manages to slip Gary the liquor, and the prison is doling out speed-like medication that seems to improve his mood. Gary places a last call to Bessie, whose debilitating arthritis has made it impossible to attend—and even gets through to his musical idol, Johnny Cash. 

			But the mood starts to shift when the lawyers make a pizza run (smuggling Schiller back to his motel so he can get in one more phone interview with Gary later that night) and return to the prison, only to be told that Gary can’t have any pizza, as he didn’t specify that wish for his last meal. Gary approaches both his attorneys, Bob and Ron, to plead that they give him the change of clothes they’d brought for him to have the next day, so he can make a break for it. Shocked, both refuse to abet him. 

			Meanwhile, lawyer V. Jinks Dabney has requested a hearing for a taxpayers’ lawsuit on behalf of the ACLU, to be held in the chambers of controversial Judge Ritter. As a self-proclaimed bastion of resistance to the Mormon Church’s influence of Utah politics, Ritter represents their last chance for a stay of execution. 

			Dabney’s goal is to prove that Utah’s statute legalizing capital punishment is unconstitutional because it does not require an automatic review of a court’s decision to execute; hence, taxpayer-generated money has been misappropriated in order to facilitate carrying out a death sentence. It’s a long shot.

			Earl Dorius counters by telling the judge that no funds have been earmarked for this particular execution, and calls into question the last-minute timing of this new case. The two sides argue about whether there is sufficient standing for the lawsuit to be filed, with the attorney general’s team suggesting the ACLU is framing a political argument as a financial one. 

			Ritter issues the stay of execution at 1 a.m. In his decision, he notes that the Utah capital punishment statute has not yet been declared constitutional. 

			Schiller finally gets his call from Gary at 1 a.m. and asks him probing questions such as whether he had ever killed another person before (no) and whether he holds some kind of resentment toward his mother (no, Gary heatedly insists, far from it). Then Gary gets word of the stay order. He’s beside himself: “I just want it to be over.” Schiller rushes to contact Utah’s attorney general, Bob Hansen, in a bid to overturn the decision. Gary is apoplectic and threatens suicide. He records a tape for Nicole, ranting about his anguish and his love for her, and puts together a package of his belongings for Vern to give her.

			Bob Hansen, Earl Dorius, and their colleagues race against time to compose a writ of mandamus and fly with their documents to Denver to go before the Tenth Circuit Court of Appeals. There will be less than two hours between their plane landing and Gilmore’s scheduled execution at sunrise. The ACLU legal team also scrambles to make it out to Denver, but Jinks refuses to fly in Bob Hansen’s small private plane. Cocounsel Judy Wolbach, inexperienced though she is, goes in his stead. New York City-based lawyer Al Bronstein simultaneously flies to Washington, D.C., to deliver a document to the Supreme Court just in case it’s needed.

			Judge Bullock, the sentencing judge, agrees to allow the execution to take place after sunrise (7:49 a.m.) if it’s approved. 

			At the Tenth Circuit Court, Earl argues before three robed judges that if the Utah statute were not constitutional, the state supreme court would not have overruled Bessie Gilmore’s original appeal for a stay of execution. The ACLU argues that a writ of mandamus was unwarranted. The judges deliver a decision vacating the stay of execution at 7:35 a.m. Earl races to call the prison. The execution will take place in half an hour. 

			The ACLU team races to call the Supreme Court to reapply for a stay. They are rejected, first by Justice White, then by Justice Marshall, then by the full court just prior to their regular session. 

			Gary’s chosen guests assemble at the prison’s cannery building to witness the execution: Vern, Schiller, Moody, Stanger. (Nicole, of course, has not been allowed to attend.) Gary is rigged up in the chair, a mattress propped behind him. One by one, they go up to shake his hand and say goodbye.

			Warden Sam Smith asks Gary for a final statement, and he utters his now-infamous line: “Let’s do it.” He is read last rites, covered with a hood, and given additional restraints. Gary is motionless as the shots are fired, but gives a slight wave of his hand afterward. 

			Need to Know: Gary Gilmore’s last hours on earth are an emotional rollercoaster, as he learns of yet another undesired stay of execution. While he rages against forces beyond his control deciding his fate, those very forces are mobilizing to overturn the decision—even if neither side is motivated by his own interests or wishes. The approval to go forward could not have been more down-to-the-wire. But once the fatal moment finally came, Gary Gilmore could not have been calmer.

			Part Seven: The Fading of the Heart

			Gary’s loved ones are distraught as they leave the prison, and the media swarm around them doesn’t help.

			Meanwhile, Pete Galovan, the man Gary fought with about his comportment toward the young girl, comes home and kneels to pray, feeling remorse over his squabbles with Gary—and suddenly receives a vision of the just-executed man dressed all in white, talking about how he will now be used by God for a higher purpose.

			Brenda, in the hospital room recovering from a surgery, is disgusted to get a call from Geraldo Rivera asking for an interview. She’s even more disgusted when her doctor makes a callous comment about Gary’s death, and demands a discharge.

			Nicole, too, has a vision of Gary, but in hers, he wears a disturbing expression. 

			Bessie is upset after seeing the news on TV. 

			Moody, Stanger, Farrell, and Schiller are comforted by talking to one another. 

			During the autopsy, a medical team extracts Gary’s eyes and vital organs as he wished, examines his brain, and then sends him off for cremation. 

			The day after the execution, a memorial service is held for Gary, conducted by Father Meersman. Moody, Stanger, and Vern speak. The Mormon prison chaplain, Cline Campbell, announces that his experiences with Gary have inspired him to leave the penal system and become a mentor for young men. The next day, those men and Schiller fly a plane over Utah scattering Gary’s ashes, as he had wished.  

			Media reports about Gary’s death are as divided as those written about him in life, and all those involved in the case wrestle with their feelings about him being gone. Schiller and Farrell finally submit their own Playboy piece. 

			Nicole is scheduled to be released from the mental hospital—but when she declares, “If he was alive, I’d do it all over again,” that plan is nixed. Schiller steps in to facilitate her release, and, with her kids in tow, meets her for the first time. Almost instantly, he convinces her to fly to California with him, Kathryne, and the kids to evade the attention of the media (himself excepted). 

			After getting acclimated, he starts interviewing her, and is astounded by how forthcoming she is. April eventually moves out to be with them all, but she still suffers from anxiety and squabbles with Nicole. She has irrational fears about Gary reappearing, which concerns Kathryne greatly. 

			Nicole decides to stay in California, before moving on to Oregon. Once she breaks her streak of celibacy, she begins to feel more and more distanced from Gary. Despite the many conversations and letters about their souls remaining connected after death, she is coming to terms with the realization that he’s gone. 

			Need to Know: Once Gary Gilmore finally achieved his goal of being executed, the media coverage and legal battles immediately dissipated—and the people in his life were left to come to terms with the memory of him as a human being whom they would never see again. Unless, that is, Gary turned out to be right about his firm belief that he would return in another life. 

			An Afterword

			Norman Mailer’s afterword gives an overview of the methodology used to gather material for The Executioner’s Song and how that material was, in some cases, tweaked for the narrative—for instance, some of the wording of Gilmore’s interview transcripts and letters were massaged slightly. 

			Need to Know: Among his acknowledgments, Mailer credits Lawrence Schiller for his huge contributions to the book, both as a researcher—devoting countless hours to interviewing Nicole and other subjects—and as a candid subject of interviews Mailer conducted. He also thanks the many other people in Gary’s life—particularly Nicole—who put in time and energy to make The Executioner’s Song the tremendously in-depth work it is. 

		

	
		
			Timeline

			April 9, 1976: Gary Gilmore is released from an Illinois state penitentiary. Soon afterward, he meets Nicole Baker and they fall in love.

			July 13, 1976: Gilmore’s girlfriend Nicole leaves him. 

			July 19, 1976: Gilmore kills gas station attendant Max Jensen.

			July 20, 1976: Gilmore kills motel manager Benny Bushnell.

			July 21, 1976: Gilmore is taken into custody for murder.

			August 10–14, 1976: Gilmore is given a psychological assessment that concludes he is of “superior intellect” and has “a personality disorder of the psychopathic or antisocial type.” 

			October 5, 1976: Gilmore’s trial begins.

			October 7, 1976: Gilmore is found guilty.

			November 8, 1976: The New York Times publishes a front-page story on Gilmore. 

			November 15, 1976: The originally scheduled date of Gilmore’s execution passes thanks to an unwanted stay. 

			November 16, 1976: Gilmore and Nicole attempt suicide via a Seconal overdose.

			December 4, 1976: Gilmore turns 36.

			December 16, 1976: Gilmore attempts suicide again, this time with phenobarbital.

			January 17, 1977: The date on which Gilmore is set to be executed at sunrise. As activists race against the clock, it is determined that the execution can go forward, even if not carried out at the designated hour.

			January 17, 1977, 1:00 a.m.: A temporary restraining order—staying Gilmore’s execution—is issued based on the dubious constitutionality of Utah’s death penalty statute.

			January 17, 1977, 7:35 a.m.: The order is vacated by the Tenth Circuit Court in Denver, Colorado. 

			January 17, 1977, 7:40 a.m.: The ACLU files a suit before the Supreme Court requesting a stay of execution.

			January 17, 1977, 7:49 a.m.: Sunrise.

			January 17, 1977, 8:03 a.m.: The Supreme Court rejects the petition.

			January 17, 1977, 8:07 a.m.: Gary Gilmore is executed by firing squad.

		

	
		
			Cast of Characters

			April Baker: Nicole Baker’s mentally-ill sister who accompanies Gary Gilmore on the night he commits his second murder. According to her mother, she continues to be traumatized by thoughts of him at least a year after his death.

			Kathryne Baker: Nicole and April’s mother, she is recently divorced when Nicole meets Gary. She initially feels some compassion for him, but grows deeply troubled by his relationship with her daughters. Even after his death, she harbors anger toward him due to April’s lingering fears of him.

			Nicole Kathryne Baker (Barrett): The love of Gary’s life, she meets him as an attractive single mother of two at nineteen-years-old, following a string of abusive relationships. She’s with him for less than two months before they split and he commits two murders, and for the remaining months of his life, they communicate via letters—yet she considers him her soulmate. A wounded bird, as it were, Nicole drifts through life, bouncing from one man to the next—yearning for love, acceptance, and deeper meaning.

			Rikki Baker: Nicole Baker’s brother, he befriends Gary after they meet at Sterling Baker’s poker game, but is unnerved by his erratic behavior—like declaring he killed a man in prison, and taking Rikki on a wild joyride.

			Sterling Baker: Nicole Baker’s cousin, he unwittingly sets fateful events in motion when Gary and Nicole meet for the first time at his home and immediately become a couple.

			Sue Baker: After splitting with Nicole’s brother Rikki, she remains friends with Nicole and becomes her confidante throughout her relationship with Gary.

			Jim Barrett: Nicole’s ex-husband and on-and-off lover, he is sometimes there for her when she needs him—but, like other men in her life, has physically abused her.

			Dennis Boaz: A writer and ex-lawyer with occult beliefs (numerology, Tarot), he agrees to help Gary petition to go forward with the death sentence—then has a change of heart. 

			Benny Bushnell: A motel manager and a married father, he is Gary’s second murder victim.

			Ida Damico: Gary’s aunt, she was especially close to her sister Bessie, Gary’s mother, and is delighted to welcome him into her home after his release on parole from prison.

			Vern Damico: Gary Gilmore’s uncle by marriage to Ida and the father of daughters Brenda and Toni. Vern cares about Gary, but sees his dark side. Based in Provo, Utah, he runs a shoe shop where he gives Gary a post-prison job. He is a witness to Gary’s execution. 

			Mike Esplin: One of the court-appointed defenders whom Gary fires after getting convicted.

			Barry Farrell: A journalist hired by Larry Schiller to write a story for Playboy about Gary, he becomes fascinated with the man’s many facets. He is determined to capture the truth and totality of who Gary is, but is frustrated by his inscrutability, even as he admires the man’s deftness at dodging probing questions.

			Richard Gibbs: He bonds with Gary as a fellow prison inmate—then reveals himself to be a police informant who wants to sell Gary’s story.

			Bessie Gilmore: Gary Gilmore’s mother, she consented to letting his father, Frank, give him a fake name. Based in Portland, Oregon, she has been reduced from owning a lovely house to living in a trailer. After her husband’s death from cancer, she becomes debilitated by arthritis—and the strain of her angst and guilt over Gary’s downward spiral—and devolves from a blithe spirit to a lonely, fragile woman. Health doesn’t permit her to visit her son before his execution. 

			Gary Mark Gilmore: The protagonist of the book, Gilmore spends the formative years of his life in prison, then goes on to commit two murders in Utah after his girlfriend, Nicole Baker, breaks up with him. His famous last words before his execution by firing squad are, “Let’s do it.” A gifted artist but resigned to being a career criminal, Gary has many sides to his personality, including a deep spirituality—he believes in reincarnation—and a violent temper.

			Jim Hampton: Nicole Baker’s first husband, he meets her after she breaks free from a mental institution and weds her after her father poses marriage as an alternative to going back in. Years after they split up, he becomes involved with Nicole’s sister, April.

			Max Jensen: A devout Mormon and former missionary who worked at a service station, he is Gilmore’s first murder victim.

			Spencer McGrath: The owner of a construction operation, he gives Gary a job and other breaks, like putting up money for him to buy a used car. 

			Bob Moody: One of the lawyers who takes on Gary’s case, he helps conduct interviews as a surrogate for Larry Schiller, and grows to care deeply about his client. Moody sees traits in Gary—creativity, spirituality, intelligence—that many others do not. 

			Brenda Nicol: A kind-hearted cousin who was close to Gary Gilmore as a child, she petitions for his parole and takes him in—but following the murders, turns him in. 

			Gerald Nielsen: Lieutenant of Detectives in the Orem Police Department who tries to get a confession out of Gary Gilmore.

			Larry Schiller: A producer and author who tries to obtain the rights to Gary’s life story and, after hours of probing interview questions, comes to care a great deal about him. As he works to maintain the exclusivity of Gary’s story, Schiller struggles internally: Does he stand above the media fray, or is he actually exploiting Gary? Schiller’s interviews with Gary and Nicole, and author Norman Mailer’s interviews with him, would provide much of the material for The Executioner’s Song, and he would go on to direct the TV movie based on the book.

			Tamera Smith: A local journalist who becomes Nicole’s confidante and gains national attention by publishing a story about Nicole and Gary’s joint suicide attempt. Larry Schiller hires her as his assistant. 

			Craig Snyder: One of the court-appointed defenders who is fired by Gilmore after his conviction.

			Ron Stanger: One of the lawyers who takes on Gary’s case. He, like Moody, forges a bond with Gary over the course of hours of interviews. Stanger comes to feel he’s part of Gary’s “adopted family,” as he says while speaking at Gary’s memorial.

		

	
		
			Direct Quotes and Analysis

			“Gary gave a look. His eyes at such times had the fury of an eagle in a cage.”

			When his request to borrow his uncle’s car was denied, Gilmore’s reaction betrays the anger seething deep inside him. Gary has been hardened by his life behind bars. Rarely given anything, he survived by taking what he felt he deserved, with little thought to those he might hurt or offend in the process. When Gary leaves prison for a small town in Utah, he and his family try to help him acclimate to life outside, yet those who know him cannot ignore the anger he struggles, rarely successfully, to control within.

			“With her eyes closed, she had the odd feeling of an evil presence near her that came from Gary. She found it kind of half agreeable. Said to herself, Well, if he is the devil, maybe I want to get closer.”

			Nicole Baker, who has been sexually abused by men in her life from a young age, was madly in love with Gary Gilmore. A young single mother, she was thrilled to find someone so devoted her. There was something about his dark side that Nicole was attracted to—some kind of “magnetism” that made Gary Gilmore’s evil acceptable.

			“Nielsen was used to seeing hatred in a suspect’s eyes, or remorse, or the kind of indifference that could lay a chill on your heart, but Gilmore had a way of looking into his eyes that made Nielsen shift inside.”

			An experienced interrogator, lieutenant of detectives in the Orem Police Department Gerald Nielsen had met Gilmore once while he was out on parole. When picked up and accused of murder, Gilmore specifically said he would not talk to anyone but Nielsen. Close to eliciting a confession, Nielsen is unnerved by the intensity of his gaze. Many spoke of Gary’s steely, hardened expression: Nicole had seen it, and his uncle attested to it as well. It is somewhat ironic that Gilmore went on to donate his corneas following his execution.

			“Hope that the state executes me? That’s more acceptable and easier than suicide.”

			Imprisoned for murder, Gary writes a letter to Nicole contemplating whether he should hang himself rather than “rot in prison.” There may have been something in his psyche that wanted—despite his suicidal musings—to put the onus (and guilt) of his demise on the government.

			“She would be with him on the other side. His love would be so strong that she would be attracted to him like a magnet.”

			After Gary is imprisoned for murdering two men, he and Nicole exchange passionate love letters. In many of them, they discuss life after death. Nicole plots suicide, believing that she and Gary will find each other in the afterlife. She fails, and when she visits Gary in the mental hospital, he is touched that she would do that for him. Later, the two make another suicide pact—and fail to carry it out. 

			“All of the strings had been cut, like I didn’t have control of myself.”

			During a psychiatric assessment, Gary describes his dissociated mental state on the nights of the murders he committed. A life behind bars had given Gary few tools to cope with his emotions. Angry for his failures—with Nicole, who left him, and with the truck he struggles to buy—he unleashes his rage on two innocent and unsuspecting men. Gary is intelligent, but he has difficulty making sense of his emotions or those of others. 

			“It seems that the people, especially the people of Utah, want the death penalty but they don’t want executions and when it became a reality they might have to carry one out, well, they started backing off on it.”

			At a hearing, Gary complains that he has accepted the sentence he received, yet faces a backlash for doing so. What makes Gary Gilmore’s case so interesting is that he fought hard for own execution. The state ignored his request for death and fought hard to keep him alive. The ACLU had their own motivations for arguing capital punishment for Gilmore, fearing that one execution would lead to more and more, and that minorities and marginalized populations would bear the brunt of such rulings. 

			“I wanted to be successful on a large scale—a fine artist—not a commercial artist. After a while I figured I’d probably just spend the rest of my life in jail or commit suicide, or be killed uh, by the police or something like that.”

			Gary Gilmore had a tremendous talent for drawing, but, early on, he resigned himself to being a career criminal. Having spent his life behind bars, it’s difficult for Gary to imagine any other kind of life. The fact that Gilmore was intelligent and talented yet dedicated himself to a life of crime is what makes his case so fascinating—and unsettling. 

			“I was always capable of murder…. There’s a side of me that I don’t like. I can become totally devoid of feelings for others, unemotional. I know I’m doing something grossly fucking wrong. I can still go ahead and do it.”

			In Gary Gilmore’s final interview with Lawrence Schiller, he flatly rejects the idea that some formative experience made him turn out the way he did. It’s not his upbringing, or his life behind bars that made him who he is, Gary claims. He was born uninterested in the feelings of others. A psychiatrist’s clinical evaluation of him suggests that he had an antisocial disorder that made it difficult for him to connect emotionally with others. 

			“I think the one thing we will always remember, is that Gary, who looked so long and so hard for love, only realized in these last few weeks and months that love was in the world, that love was for him, love that he’d never been able to find.”

			Lawyer Bob Moody, mourning Gary at a memorial service, poignantly describes the heart of a man who was widely perceived as heartless. Moody was one of the lawyers who helped Gary achieve his execution. It took a death sentence for Gary Gilmore to realize that meeting Nicole was a wonderful, life-changing thing. But ultimately, he was unable to navigate his feelings for her. Nicole and Gary’s relationship is one of the main reasons that The Executioner’s Song is so enthralling. More than an account of a heinous crime, it’s a story of star-crossed lovers. 

		

	
		
			Trivia

			
					Tommy Lee Jones won an Emmy Award for his portrayal of Gary Gilmore in a 1982 TV movie version of The Executioner’s Song. 

					Research for the book, by Mailer’s estimate, included “something like three hundred separate [interview] sessions,” or the equivalent of around fifteen-thousand pages of transcription.

					In a psychiatric report, Gary Gilmore was found to have an IQ of 129.

					The iconic Nike advertising slogan “Just Do It” was inspired in part by Gary Gilmore’s utterance “Let’s do it” prior to his execution.

					Prior to Gary Gilmore, the last person to be executed in the United States was Colorado’s Luis Monge, who was sent to the gas chamber in 1967. He had confessed to murdering his wife and three of their ten children. Like Gilmore, he rejected appeals to delay his death sentence. 

					Gary Gilmore was a fan of Johnny Cash. After his then-attorney Dennis Boaz reached out to Cash, the country legend tried calling Gilmore to convince him to “fight for his life”—minutes after the convict had attempted suicide. Gilmore spoke on the phone with Cash the night before his execution.

					Lawrence Schiller’s other work involving high-profile crimes includes books on Sharon Tate, JonBenét Ramsey, and the O. J. Simpson trial.

					Inspired by Gilmore’s decision to donate his organs, in particular his famously intense eyes, UK punk band The Adverts recorded the 1977 single “Gary Gilmore’s Eyes.”

					The Executioner’s Song, the title of the book, could be a play on “The Lord High Executioner’s Song” from William Gilbert and Arthur Sullivan’s opera The Mikado. However, “Executioner’s Song” is also the title of a poem by Norman Mailer. 

					Gary Gilmore’s last meal was steak, potatoes, milk, and coffee. However, he only consumed the milk and coffee (along with the whiskey his uncle Vern smuggled in for him). 

			

		

	
		
			What’s That Word?

			Certiorari: An order that a higher court review a lower court’s decision, with the possibility of overturning it. 

			Fiorinal: A pain medication frequently taken by Gary Gilmore in combination with alcohol.

			Mitigation hearing: In Utah, a post-trial hearing for criminals convicted of first-degree murder, in which witnesses testify and a jury then deliberates on a life sentence as opposed to the death penalty. Gary Gilmore’s resulted in the death penalty.

			Pell v. Procunier: A Supreme Court decision limiting the press’s access to convicted criminals.  

			Prolixin: An antipsychotic drug administered to Gary Gilmore during his first stint in prison, to which he had a bad reaction; loved ones and a psychiatrist wonder if its side effects somehow altered his personality irrevocably.  

			Psychopathic: A psychiatric determination that indicates one has a personality disorder but can, for legal purposes, be considered sane and capable of standing trial. Gary is categorized this way in a psychiatric evaluation.

			Psychotic: A psychiatric determination that could provide grounds for an insanity defense in a criminal trial. Gary did not receive this determination.

			Reincarnation: The spiritual belief that after death, one’s soul will be reborn in a new form. Gary Gilmore believed that he and Nicole would find each other in their next lives—perhaps a motivating factor in their suicide pact.

			Standing: “One’s right to take a case to Court.” This is called into question after Gary fires his court-appointed lawyers and they still insist on appealing; and when the ACLU files a taxpayers’ suit (see below) on his behalf.

			Taxpayers’ suit: A suit brought to argue against improper use of government funds on behalf of those whose income was taxed for those funds.

			Writ of mandamus: An order from a superior court to a government official, ordering the latter to conduct their duties properly. The Utah attorney general’s office quickly drafts one to ensure Gary Gilmore’s execution goes forward as scheduled.

		

	
		
			Critical Response

			
					National Book Award finalist

					Pulitzer Prize winner

			

			“This is a story that bears no markings of what we assume to be Mailer’s prose style or point of view. The Executioner’s Song is completely something other. Mailer once said that the book was given to him, whole and complete, from God, and it’s difficult to argue with that.” —Dave Eggers

			“The tone, the voice, the man [Norman Mailer] himself seem at first entirely gone, until we notice how vividly the figure of Gilmore dominates every page as he manipulates the world from his jail cell; it’s as if Mailer, always his own existential hero, has found one with even stronger credentials.” —Kirkus Reviews

			“The very subject of The Executioner’s Song is that vast emptiness at the center of the Western experience, a nihilism antithetical not only to literature but to most other forms of human endeavor, a dread so close to zero that human voices fadeout, trail off, like skywriting.” —The New York Times

			“Norman Mailer’s book about Gilmore is a work of genius in its range, depth and restraint. It has speed, which Gilmore had, and patience, which he had not. It has lucidity, even when dealing with legal entanglements. It has forbearance, even when witnessing brutalities and insensitivities. Its justice is larger than indignation, and its responsible equanimity is at one with its equity.” —London Review of Books

		

	
		
			About Norman Mailer

			Norman Mailer was a prolific author of fiction and nonfiction, a film director, and a polarizing, larger-than-life character. His work was lauded and earned him two Pulitzer Prizes, one for The Executioner’s Song.

			Born in 1923 in New Jersey, Mailer first came on the literary scene in 1948 with the release of his novel The Naked and the Dead. He was a pioneer of the genre of “creative nonfiction,” of which The Executioner’s Song is a prime example. His work often addressed political and social issues and events (for instance: Why Are We in Vietnam?; Oswald’s Tale: An American Mystery; Miami and the Siege of Chicago). He also published a controversial biography of Marilyn Monroe. 

			Mailer was a cofounder of the Village Voice, an influential, politically minded New York City–based newspaper. Mailer strongly identified with New York City and even mounted a 1969 campaign run for mayor, proposing that the city secede from the state and become the 51st American state. He was also a local in Provincetown, Massachusetts, a Cape Cod town known for its artistic community and free-spirited culture. 

			Mailer passed away in 2007 and is buried in Provincetown. 
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			“Eleven Things You Need to Know about Executioner’s Song.” Critical Mass, the National Book Critics Circle blog.
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