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In May 2005, the Harry Ransom Center, University of Texas at Austin, an-
nounced the acquisition of the entire Norman Mailer archive. In response to
the question “Why Texas?” Mailer commented, “the major part of my deci-
sion (and pleasure) to have this archive go to the Ransom Center is that you
have one of the best, if not, indeed, the greatest collection of literary archives
to be found in America. What the hell. Since it’s going to Texas, let’s say one
of the best in the world.” Since then, a team of four archivists has been hard
at work organizing and cataloging the 9oo (give or take a few) document
boxes worth of material chronicling every phase of Mailer’s life and career
from the 1930s on. The archive will open for use at the beginning of 2008.

Because of widespread public interest in the acquisition, Thomas F.
Staley, the Center’s Director, asked that the authors of this article mount an
exhibition based on the archive in the fall of 2006. We therefore had the chal-
lenge of encountering the Mailer papers in their “raw” unprocessed state, in
the original folders and cartons. For those of us who savor the experience of
handling original documents largely untouched since their creation, it was
also a privilege. The exhibition could not have come together without the
considerable assistance of J. Michael Lennon, Mailer’s unofficial archivist,
who knows these papers better than anyone.

“Norman Mailer Takes on America” placed Mailer and his works in a po-
litical and cultural context and traced the central role he has played in our
awareness and understanding of what critic Morris Dickstein has called the
“shocks of history, politics and contemporary life” that shaped the latter half
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of the twentieth century and continue to unsettle the twenty-first. The ex-
hibition was the public’s first opportunity to sample the Mailer archive and
more than 200 items spanning the full range of Mailer’s career, examined in
the context of the cultural and historical events that sparked his imagina-
tion. With this pictorial essay excerpted from the full exhibition, the cura-
tors hope to convey a small sense of its scope for those who were unable to
view it in Austin.

Images of Norman Mailer’s unpublished works and letters are published
with Mr. Mailer’s permission. Copyright © 2007 by Norman Mailer. Images of
materials from the Mailer Archive are published with the permission of the
Harry Ransom Center, University of Texas at Austin.
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August 14, 1939

My dear Mr, Mailer,

Your son has been admitted to Harvard College. In &
college as large as Harvard it takes some time for teachers and
administrative officers to become acquainted with their studentsj
yet the important arrangements that have to be made at the very
beginning - such as the assignment to rooms end to Faculty Advisers -
81l call for a knowledge of each man's special characteristics.

Will you, therefore, write us about him, as fully as you
are willing, with reference to his individual qualities end needs?
In cage he has deficiencies in his earlier education or weaknesses
in character or health that we ought to know about, please remember
that your reply will be regarded as confidential and will be accessible
only to your son's Faculty Adviser, to the Medical Office and to ¥
administrative officers., The more frankly you write to vs, the more
likely we are to be in a position to help your son.

While we believe that no students have been admitted to

Harverd who do not have the capacity to do good college work, the
transition from school to university conditions is not always easily
made and we wish to help students as much as we can to facilitate this
adjustment. Speciel arrangements under Faculty supervision have been
made to assist students, particularly in the early period. We ask
for your coBperation in notifying us if after the college year has
begun you have reason to believe your son is having difficulty, No
student needs to seek assistance from sources outside the University.

Material in regard to choice of courses is being sent to
your son, and at registration a notice in regard to his Adviser
will be given to him,

Very truly yours,

Isaac Be Mailer, Esqe
555 Crown Street
Brooklyn, New York
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56556 Crown Street
Brooklyn, New York
September 5th, 1939

'

Dre. Delmar Leighton, Dean of #reshman

Harvard College

9 University Hall oz g ¥

Cambridge, Massachusetts |
¥ wy 28y Henaw |

Iy dear Dr. Leighton: ecuLTgen s by 4

i SUBLEAY s pPe BB L. [

"This is in reply to your letter of August ]’lxth. 19539, and
from the nature of it, it iswvery gratizyi g to know the
splendid interest ‘Harvard uUniwersity takes in its Preshman
student body. "

& Iyl 00%. 8ho

Concerning my  son, Norman, as-far as I kno there are no

deficienciesiin his earlier education. Asito his health,

he was recenfly examined bxwzv,g amily physician, who stated

that he is in excellent health.

Some of his &hu‘utexiauu may perhaps be,briefly summed
up in the following manner.- He has a keén sense of
loya%}tly and giirnea:; 1%&%&&:5\%&?11&1
in others. ows the proper.deference and respectiulness
i?)’?i‘d’e’?:'. While never sooi&gg raise, I Lave found him,
however, to react: favorably to,i% by striving for higher
accomplishments. ' Participages in end has the average
boy's love for various outdoor sports.

His short-comings, if such, are that at times he displays

shyness and {is inclined to beysensitives. 4
4kri po B Tl pe 4 i

1 naturally appreciate the o‘pportumty to write to you

about my sou and I feel confident that he will prove to

be a worthwhile student at Harvard.

Y Very truly yours,

sou® neen ST

1BM: TN ‘ I, B. MAILER |

A 1939 form letter (preceding page) from the Dean of Freshman at Harvard
College asks Mailer’s father to comment on his son’s preparedness for higher
education. Isaac Mailer lists loyalty, fairness, and sincerity among his son’s
qualities and sees early signs of his adult son’s love of the limelight.
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The Greatest Thimg in the World

L |

Inside, out of the‘rain, the lunch wagon was hot and sticky. Al
Groot stopred in front of the doorway, and wiped his hands, and gEAffg
wrung his hat out, and scuffed his shoes against the dirt-brown mat.

/‘lﬂ\(vl[ old W Can,
He stood there, a ﬂx\lean vrinkled grg/vey,,wit L evEs /L AR KB
- /
KEAERL KB/ IR/ B 4K /AE/ that oceuwlé—mnever loolg.% you, unless youy were i
s
in back of him. He stopped at the decor, and v;aited) as—+f"not sure of
his reception, examining the place carefully, as if he might have need
of this knowledge soon after. It was a little fencier then the ord-
dark, old-woocd
inary lunchroom, havingAbooths at the left that fronted the sharp,
glittering stools and counter of well polished chromium. A clock on
the wall showed that it was after ten, which might have explaine[d why
the
the place was almost empty. There was no one at the counter, and V9974
A few truck drivers,Af sprawled out on two adjoining bootus, to catch
a late dinner, were tired, and very silent, engrossed only ih théér
~ < i

sandwiches and hamburgers. Only one man was /th behind the counter,

and he was gfiff carefully cleaning the grease from the frankfurter

griddle, with the motions oi a man who has a great deal of time on his

hands, and is desperately afraid of finishing # his work  to face the

“The Greatest Thing in the World” was Mailer’s first story published in the
Harvard Advocate. It won the prestigious College Short Story Contest in 1941
and helped convince Mailer’s family that he might indeed be able to pursue
a successful career as a writer.
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{
A snapshot of Norman Mailer, ca. 1944-1945, taken while stationed in

Japan. This photograph was probably sent to him by another soldier,
Ralph A. DiLella (“Me”).
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A letter from John Dos Passos to Mailer, 8 September 1948, in which Dos Pas-
sos compliments the young novelist for The Naked and the Dead and sin-
gles out the core element of Mailer’s first novel: “every time has its theme and
in attacking the problem of power you aimed at the central theme of our
time.” Published with the permission of Lucy Dos Passos Coggin.
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The journal that Mailer kept briefly in the early 1950s reveals much about his
early days in Greenwich Village. As this entry (14 January 1952) shows, Mailer
was formulating a vocabulary of violent rebellion years before he fully ar-
ticulated the concept of the underground in “The White Negro.” The text
also gives a glimpse into Mailer’s early relationship with his second wife,

Adele.
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In 1952, Isaac Mailer was called to appear before the U.S. Civil Service Com-
mission’s loyalty board because of his association with his son, “who is re-
ported to be a concealed Communist.” This draft of the letter Mailer and his
lawyer prepared and submitted to the commission has Mailer’s corrections
in pencil. Mailer’s father was ultimately cleared without a hearing.
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This photograph (ca. 1957) offers a rare glimpse of the hipster goatee Mailer
sported for just a few months in the late 1950s.
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To make love and talk business a double~feature to Iulu,

Mailer asks his close friend Mickey Knox to help him create “buzz” for The

«

Deer Park. His view was “that a serious novelist can reach his public even

« v

»

against a run of fairly bad reviews” by having friends “circulate through the

bars, in the hashhouses where the taxicab drivers hang out, in the village, in

»

etc. who will set up a word of mouth campaign.

the theatrical offices,
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In October 1960, Allen Ginsberg wrote to Mailer asking him to defend the
literary value of William S. Burroughs’s Naked Lunch. The first two sentences
of Mailer’s response appear as part of a blurb on the back jacket cover of the
Grove Press edition of the novel. A month later, Mailer gave a statement in
court defending the novel’s honest portrait of America’s “own potential Hell”
of “monsters, half-mad geniuses, cripples, mountebanks, criminals, perverts,
and putrefying beasts.”
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In “Superman Comes to the Supermarket,” Mailer perceptively analyzed
Kennedy’s cult of personality, his function as an “existential hero” who could
satisfy a bored country’s need for a mythic figure. Esquire Editor Arnold Gin-
grich had changed the last words of the title from “Supermarket” to “Super-
mart,” a revision to which Mailer vehemently objected. The breach healed,
and Mailer went on to become one of the magazine’s big draws.
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In September 1962, Mailer and William F. Buckley Jr. met in Chicago in an
evening billed as a debate between a hipster and a conservative. When Buck-
ley asked, “Are you prepared to say that it is distinctly the right that wants
to win the cold war?” Mailer shouted back, “No it is the right wing that
wishes to blow up the earth.” His notes, taken after the Buckley—Gore Vidal
debate on the David Susskind show in the same month, continue in the
same vein: “[Buckley] has had the advantage of preaching conservatism in
a country which has fed on nothing for its mind but the intellectual con-
centration camps of anti-Communism, anti-Communism, and more anti-
Communism for so long that it is impossible to address an American
audience on politics without proving to one’s [illegible] that a half of one’s
audience is made up of apes. Look around you, my friends.”
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Mailer’s notes for the Sonny Liston—Floyd Patterson rematch in Las Vegas on

22 July 1963. Mailer had covered the earlier Liston-Patterson fight and wrote
about it in the seminal essay “Ten Thousand Words a Minute.”
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Mailer covered the first (1962) Patterson-Liston fight in Chicago for Esquire.
James Baldwin also reported on the match, and in “Ten Thousand Words a
Minute,” Mailer describes a “bad feeling” between them at Comiskey Park.
After one of their meetings, he scribbled a note to himself on his press
packet: “While talking to Jimmy Baldwin, I think: the only true and proper
foil for a developed Negro is a highly cultivated Englishman.” In a notebook
from the same period, Mailer changed “cultivated Englishman” to “Limey.”
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A Mailer notebook from the early 1960s describes an early (and amicable)
meeting between the two pioneers of “the New Journalism,” who were far
too different in personality and outlook to become close friends.
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Dear Norman Mailer——-
In your fihe Hemingway poem isn't "loots of
anticipation” "roots?" 1 think you are often
the first 30urnal:st in America(U.S. America)
but I blieve=i like some-of your poems even
better. ThiS™last tops, I imagine, even the finest|
in your poetry book.
With my admiration, as ever, since our first
meeting at the Waldorf hotel in '48 oy 49,

NOILVLS = U’;N z\
 TUHAVHENN i ,;;’\/

-

Packed with information about Mailer’s relationship with Robert Lowell, this
November 1963 postcard alludes both to their first meeting in the late 1940s
and to Lowell’s admiration for Mailer’s journalism and (somewhat surpris-
ingly) his poetry. The poet’s qualified endorsement of Mailer as “often the
first journalist in America (U.S. America)” looks forward to their exchange
in Armies of the Night. The Ransom Center also owns a substantial Lowell
archive. Printed by permission of Farrar, Straus and Giroux, LLC on behalf of
the Robert Lowell Estate. Copyright © 2005 by Harriet Lowell and Sheridan
Lowell.
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Mailer received an unusually large advance of $125,000 for An American
Dream, originally serialized in Esquire and published as a book in March
1965. His aggressive new agent Scott Meredith was largely responsible for
this, and the deal ushered in an era of big-money sales for major American
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The antiwar activist Jerry Rubin invited Mailer, as a “spokesman for our gen-
eration,” to speak at the Vietnam Day rally at Berkeley on 21 May 1965, at-
tended by over 30,000 people. Rubin and Abbie Hoffman regarded Mailer as
a mentor who had given them “permission to insult a father figure [i.e., Lyn-
don Johnson].”
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CDCTIIt’
Name . Eldridge Cleaver
Box No. .A=29498
Date February 27 19. 66

Norman Mailer
I42 Columbia Heights
Brooklyn I, New York

Dear Norman:

This is thank you for adding your support during the recent
attempt to rescue the residue of my skull from the Gentiles and
the Jews, our brethren. The fact that we were unsuccessful does
not lessen my appreciation of your kindness. In a way, the gesture
means more to me than a parole ever could. I'll have another shot
at the Streets come November, when I'll have served 8 yers & 8 mos.

I also register here my still-surprised pleasure over your
very encouraging remarks on my writing. Knowing you, I can stash
blind faith that you meant what you said. I'm trying, for the sake
of America's mutilated, knick-knack crotch - i.e., my own - to
drain the spring water of an unsimpering prose from the mute stone
of my prison cell. Nada.

In rounding the corners of the square, I am

Feverishly yours,
° Z

Eldridge/Cleaver

cc: Attorney Beverly Axelrod
File

Eldridge Cleaver wrote this letter of thanks in 1966, toward the end of his
second incarceration at Soledad Prison. Cleaver later attacked James Bald-
win for his condemnation of Mailer’s “The White Negro.” For his part,
Mailer concluded that he would not vote in the 1968 election—unless it was
for Cleaver.
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Mailer’s press pass from the 1968 Democratic National Convention at Chi-
cago, which he covered for Harper’s Magazine. Mailer was sympathetic to the
Yippies and other radicals, the descendants of the fifties hipsters, who gath-
ered in the streets to resist the police. Yet Mailer had a surprisingly low opin-
ion of the violent tactics and the political naiveté of the antiwar movement.
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A greeting card from the Committee to Defend the Conspiracy, ca. 1969, and
Mailer’s contribution receipt. Mailer disagreed with the Yippie movement’s
tactics in Chicago but protested the Chicago Seven’s indictment and trial on
federal charges of conspiracy and inciting to riot. In 1969, he famously tes-
tified, “left-wingers are incapable of conspiracy because they’re all egoma-
niacs.” The trial, widely regarded as an historic clash between the forces of
convention and radicalism, ended in five convictions, all of which were
reversed.
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Willie Morris, the energetic young editor of Harper’s, devoted the entire
March 1968 issue of the magazine to Mailer’s “The Steps of the Pentagon,”
which later became The Armies of the Night. Morris’s gamble in publishing
what was then the longest essay ever to appear in a periodical paid off hand-
somely, as he acknowledged in this September 1968 letter. Published with the
permission of David Rae Morris and JoAnne Prichard Morris.
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142 Columbia Heights
Brooklyn, New York 11201

November 7, 1970

Gentlemen:

In your issue of November 2 you quote Gore Vidal as saying, |
"Norman Mailer often sounds like the deranged commander of

an American Legion post, particularly about women, whom he

doesn't like very much."

Vidal's indictment may possibly be enriched by the kfollowing
statistics: marriages, Vidal-0, Mailer-4; children, Vidal-0,
Mailer-6; daugheers, Vidal-0, Mailer-4,

This of course proves nothing, It is most likely that Gore
neither wed nor bothered to sire because he put womankind . .

in such high regard that he did not wish to injure their tender
flesh with his sharp tongue.

Cheers ‘,

Norman Mailer

This 1970 letter to Women’s Wear Daily responds to an article by Gore Vidal
concerning Mailer’s views on women. The simmering disagreement between
the two writers continued for the next decade in print, in person, and on
television. Later, they would appear together at the 1985 PEN Symposium
and in Shaw’s Don Juan in Hell, with Vidal as the Devil and Mailer as Don
Juan.
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Jack Henry Abbott’s letter to Mailer, 8 December 1978. Abbott was a career
criminal with a literary bent who first contacted Mailer while Mailer was
working on The Executioner’s Song. Mailer began a long-running correspon-
dence with him about In the Belly of the Beast, Abbott’s collection of essays,
as well as prison life and penal reform. The voluminous Mailer-Abbott cor-
respondence is supplemented by an intriguing letter from Abbott to Mailer
biographer Hilary Mills Loomis concerning Abbott’s ambivalent feelings
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Sept 20, 1991

Dear Norman

In the last 10 or 15 years I've become a restless and
over-demanding reader; many of the old, slow pleasures
seem lost to me now. So it has_been a sweet exgerlence
to find myself moving so smoothly through Harlot's
Ghost, looking forward to each new session with all the
H-named characters, feeling the momentum and sweep of
events. And the trick, of course, is that_you have made
a welcomin% object mmk of a book out of all the rotten
karme and bad medicine of the decades.

Naturally I've had a sgecial interest in reading this
one, and find the depth of your Agency penetration a
remarkable thing, The detalls and techniques and dugout
chatter —— I don't think you've done a more 2droit book,
and it must be thet the mind of the Agency iTselT
ingpired a fresh ‘1 respect for what is detailed
and precise and painstaking. And then of course the men
themselves -- Harvey and Hunt and Montague are comfelling
figures, and I can't imegine that Hunt, in particular,
was an easy reality to absorb end anatomize.

The ranﬁe of Agency language from churchly and sonorous
to the boozy rants of Harvey. The line of inverted
sexualitz that runs through the book, The backward-
looking head of the devil, from the frozen road in Maine
to Manual Artime's remark about eleven hundred pages
later. And the great set-pieces -- the JFK-Hoover lunch,
the Harvey-Roselli dinner. Will there be half s dozen
reviewers to remark this novel's comic bursts?

It is a deeply satisfying experience to watch a great
writer find & spscious arena in which to play out the
themes of his life's work. And when the arens is the

CIA, there is a sense of something so right and so fitting
thal the effect is a happy jolt to the reader's mind and
heart -- something like a revelation,

Intelligence a%encies are sugposed to resolve national

obsessions, not cause them, but this is what gives a
novelist something to do after breakfast.

\

A letter from Don DeLillo to Norman Mailer, 20 September 1991, about Har-
lot’s Ghost. DelLillo considers it Mailer’s most “adroit” book and praises,
among other qualities, Mailer’s skill in making “a welcoming object of a
book out of all the rotten karma and bad medicine of the decades” it
chronicles. Don DeLillo’s letters published with the permission of Mr. DeLillo.
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It's a powerful achievement, Norman, and something of
an encouragement to this 54-yr-old writer who was
beginning fo Wkmimwm suspect that the sctuaries of
the novel are correct when they say we get 20 years
of top-flight work and everything after that is a
sustained hum., This book makes 9ver¥ kind of noise
from a cantata to a club fight and it has warmth and
desperation and the hi§h cunning of Harlot and the
sometimes eerie keen of coitus epistolaris between
Harry and Kittredge.

So -- looking forward to more and wishing you every
good thing.

st

WO

eLillo
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May 1 /C(J/
Dear Normen

@2ny thanks for the signed copy. I'm happy to have
H

I've read the book with Yleasure, and 1argelﬁ because
of the material you developed in Russia and Belerus

] found myself steing the book to some degree ss an
Orwellian morality tale ("Orwell's Tale") about an
ordi y man under unremitting state surveillance.
TR ¥ bul they didn't
And the horrible Irony is
That a1l this bugging snd tailing end close
observation, on both sides of the cold war rsmpart,
turned out in the end to be justified.

Or, to spin it another way, the made hinm do it.
Which is possibly what Oswald"s defense team would
have come up with, among other things, as a

mitigsting circumstance based on the defendant's
response to FBI harassment.

The KGB material is wonderfully handled. It is also
raassuring (to me, anyway) in the waﬁ it clearly
turns aside any ciinging suspicion that Oswald was

a Soviet sgent, tool or asset, But I still have
trouble accepting their sssertion that they wouldn't
have had an intimate chat with a fellow who worked
in Atsugi.

Oswald's code neme, Valient, is o nice touch because
it brings to wind snother Arthurian tag, Lsncer, which

is how the Secret Service referred to ﬁFK. Two kinds
of irony.

I don't think Oswald would have walked a block and 3
half to shoot at Kenned{. The President had to come
to him. As to whether there was a second shooter,
the force of history right now seems to tend against,
but that will change, and then will change again,
We're all stuck with this guy, you and I more then

most, and when I look at the cover photo of the
Neely Street house I feel an eerie and complex

This sympathetic exchange reveals Norman Mailer and Don DeLillo’s shared
fascination with Lee Harvey Oswald. As DeLillo writes, “We're all stuck with
this guy, you and I more than most.” The two writers approach the Kennedy
assassination from very different angles in their books—Mailer’s Oswald’s
Tale and Delillo’s Libra. DeLillo puts particular emphasis on issues of
privacy, surveillance, and paranoia, while Mailer focuses upon his own con-
tinually developing understanding of the facts of the case.
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.a s

nostalgia for the time when 1 was following Lee's
ghost in Dallas, Ft Worth and New Orlesns. There
was something particularly haunting about Neely St.
and the Mag#zine St. house in New Orleans —- the
sense of & morginal life was very strong.

The men endlessly scrutinized by the instruments
of state securit¥. This is where Oswald tends to
resemble 8 Beckett character improbsbly dosed with
politics. He's Krapp's last tape as it was
recorded by the KGB without his knowledge.

It's very rich territory and I think you've done it
every justice.

Good luck on this one and the next.

Best
\

Don Delillo
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9 May 1995
Dear Don,

It gave me a good feeling to receive your letter. As I
hope you know, you're one of the few writers in this country
for whom I have real respect.

I'd answer you now in kind with a long letter but this is
being dictated in the midst of The Tour and so there's no time
for anything, but I did want to mention to you that I began
with the absolute conviction that of course the KGB debriefed C}nzqe7

rim on Atsugi and only slowly over m‘gg months, as I got to
understand those guys a bit more, ngt 1 realizeﬁ'they were
probably telling the truth. The reason being that if they
debriefed him and anything went wrong, it was going to wreck a
few careers, and the dominant passion by 1960 in the KGB was
to protect oneself. When I did ask them how they could
possibly have passed up a source as potentially rich as
Oswald, they answered first by indicating that they were
somewhat pleased by their resources in Atsugi and didn't think
he'd have anything much to tell them. When Schiller and I
countered with the next notion that you can never afford to
decide in advance whether a piece of intelligence is worth
receiving or not, they finally agreed, yes, they might lose
some valuable bit here or there, but then they had sources all
around him in Moscow debriefing him unwittingly,
and moreover, it was the price they had to pay. They did not
want a formal debriefing. Not if there was any chance he was
a CIA agent and could eventually report back on how they had
treated him. When we see each other I'll go into detail
because I recognize it's hard to believe but, by God, hang
around the KGB long enough aml you do get some inkling of how
their minds operate. Bypassing their specialty acts, the
majority of KGB men struck me as bureaucrats first and secret
policemen only secondarily.

As for the second shooter, let's discuss that too. My
mind is not closed on that either although, as you can see, I
lean to Oswald alone.
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In any event, I look forward to next time we get
together. I ought to apologize to you for never getting back
with any news about the end of the Actors Studio project--it
just didn't come off--but I still think you're a hell of a
playwright and I want to talk to you sooner or <
later, about our new Actors Studio.  Flur FEnn e, = (}“#
< el Liels b s

Cleaans
(GRS

For now, my best.
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